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Preface 

Anyone who has had the opportunity to observe and 
work with a number of young people studying singing no 
doubt knows the singular confusion and the extraordinarily 
haphazard manner in which most of them seem to approach 
their task. 

It seemed to me that a short book which would discuss 
the nature of the general problems of studying singing, and 
some ways of procedure and approach which might assist the 
student in solving such general problems, would in turn help 
the student to help himself. 

This little book deals primarily with the following 
matters: the nature of the minimal natural equipment which 
this writer considers indispensable to the serious study of 
singing; the scope and purpose of the various branches of 
studies involved in studying singing (such as music, languages, 
vocal technic, etc.); and, finally, the basic procedures a 
student may adopt in trying to master any of these subjects. 

It is not intended to teach the student how to sing; no 
book could possibly do this. Its main purpose is to help him 
find a way to study singing intelligently. 
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I. The Musical Ear and the 
Natural Voice 

Singing is essentially a very simple and normal activ¬ 
ity. Anyone who can carry a tune and is capable of producing 
pleasing sounds with his voice can sing. The study of singing 
is often considered a formidable and exacting undertaking 
that requires years of unremitting toil. This attitude toward 
the study of singing is warranted only if it is applied to those 
who have no natural aptitude nor talent. For those who do 
possess enough natural aptitude and talent, the study of sing¬ 
ing can be an extraordinarily simple process. The pursuit of 
perfection in singing and the study of all the related subjects 
necessary for perfection can never cease; however, the funda¬ 
mentals of singing necessary for professional activity are so 
simple that they can sometimes be acquired in a surprisingly 
short time, provided, of course, one is sufficiently well 
endowed. 

Practically every normal person can sing after a fashion. 
One does not even necessarily have to study singing or music 
to be able to do so. Nearly every person who can sing after 
a fashion can improve his singing by proper study to some 
certain limited degree. “Limited degree” is used here advisedly. 
It matters little how ardently one may desire to learn to sing 
beautifully or how long and strenuously one may be willing 
to study to attain this goal. If one’s natural endowment hap- 
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pens to be inadequate, no amount of wishing or working will 
change it any more successfully than wishing or working will 
change the color of one’s eyes. Not many people possess 
enough natural endowment to hope to go beyond this limited 
degree of improvement. Of these few, only a handful may 
be fortunate enough to possess, at least to some degree, most 
of the mental, personal and physical qualifications indispens¬ 
able to those who hope to become professional singers. I should 
like to define a professional singer rather narrowly as one 
whose income is derived from singing for other people. 

In my experience, I have become aware of the fact that too 
many young people who hope to become professional singers 
believe too much in and expect too much from the processes 
of study. 

Study in the performing arts is indispensable and all- 
important if its purpose is to bring under control and thus 
improve and put to use certain faculties which the student al¬ 
ready possesses. Study as such, however, cannot be expected 
to endow the student with faculties he may not possess by 
nature. Study can make a gifted person use his gifts more 
efficiently—it cannot make an ungifted person less ungifted. 
In the performing arts, abundant natural endowment is the 
only foundation upon which any hope for future professional 
activity can be based. It seems reasonable to assume then that 
the amount, quality and intensity of study can produce re¬ 
sults only in direct ratio to the amount of natural aptitude and 
talent a student may possess. 

All this is not meant to imply that unless one has an extra¬ 
ordinary gift one should not study singing. On the contrary, 
I believe that any and every person will undoubtedly benefit 
and derive great pleasure from the study of the fundamentals 
of this art. However, being able to sing after a fashion offers 
no basis for much hope for a professional future. 
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The Musical Ear and the Natural Voice 

It is a regrettable fact that the number of those who admit 
to be amateur singers is growing steadily smaller while the 
number of those who pretend to be professionals is growing 
steadily larger. It seems as though practically everyone who 
ever took a few lessons in singing has the hope to become a 
professional. These hopes are often based on the sing ular Idea 
that intensive and expensive study will furnish one with the 
faculties nature may have denied him. 

It may safely be said that in no branch of human endeavor 
is the lack of natural endowment more painfully apparent 
than it is in the arts. It may further be said that in no branch 
of the arts is a trained but ungifted person as pitifully inade¬ 
quate as he is in music. One could add that in no branch of 
music is the possession of superior natural endowment more 
indispensable than it is in singing. 

Every person who desires to study singing for the purpose 
of making it his profession ought to do his very utmost to dis¬ 
cover how much natural endowment he may possess before 
he considers such a step seriously. Singing for one’s own pleas¬ 
ure demands only the desire to sing; singing for other people’s 
pleasure demands certain standards of excellence. Professional 
singing, however, is an entirely different undertaking. To 
begin with, it is a competitive activity. The standards of ex¬ 
cellence are as high as the greatest singers of the generation 
may happen to set them. Nothing but an unusual natural gift 
plus the most exacting control of it attained through the proper 
study can hope to compete under such circumstances. 

We have no scale of measurements which would enable us 
to ascertain the presence and the quality of talent. Talent seems 
to be the sum total of so many intangibles that it defies defini¬ 
tion. We still know too little about ourselves even to attempt 
a profitable discussion of such intangibles. It has been aptly 
said that talent is conspicuous by its absence; but in singing, 
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perhaps much more easily than in any other branch of the per¬ 
forming arts, one may describe certain natural aptitudes, the 
possession of which would seem indispensable to any vocal 
student who wishes to acquire even the very lowest form of 
professional competence. In discussing such aptitudes, we need 
not even touch on the subject of talent. The possession of such 
aptitudes may or may not go together with the possession of a 
talent. In the performing arts, however, any practical use of 
a talent seems unthinkable when most of such aptitudes are 
absent. 

The terms “natural aptitude,” “endowment,” “ability” or 
“equipment” are used here to designate certain mental and 
physical traits necessary for singing which the individual pos¬ 
sesses before he begins to study. 

The origin of such traits is of little importance in so far 
as this particular discussion is concerned. We have as yet no 
means to establish precisely how such traits originate. They 
may be inherited, they may be the result of environmental 
conditions or they may have been developed in infancy or 
early childhood by the individual himself. Countless other 
factors are no doubt involved in producing such natural fitness 
for any art. 

The fact, however, that some individuals seem to possess 
a natural fitness for singing while others do not is incon¬ 
trovertible, whatever the reasons for it may be. 

In my experience, I have encountered many serious- 
minded vocal students who seemed to lack most of the apti¬ 
tudes vitally necessary for their future profession. Most of 
these students hoped to acquire such aptitudes by study. It 
would seem, therefore, helpful to discuss the nature of such 
aptitudes. Most people recognize the fact that not everyone 
can become a singer, but too many voice students seem to 
lose this platitudinous, common-sense point of view when it 
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IS their own ability that is concerned. Interpreting the deeolv 
spiritual maxim that faith can move mountins to mean £ 
determination and hard work can do likewise, many students 
se out in quest of the impossible. Often they even token pride 

tokW A g -r P ° n 7 dperseverin S this quixotic under- 
takrng. A similar confusion seems to affect, to some degree, 

aH branches of study. The hitch-your-wagon-to-a-star JLfc 
challenges the indispensability of natural endowment sub- 
siting for it die splendid virtues of earnestness and diligence. 
No one complains if his undersized son with awkward legs 
do« not become a footbaU hero. Some . . . however seem 
to. demand the intellectual equivalent of such a miraclesays 
Dr. James Bryant Conant, President of Harvard University hi 
ks remarkable article, “Education for a Classless Society.^’ 

it J f 7 C COn f lder natUrC ° f an a P titude ’ could define 
1 nti° rm ° f /° 0rdlnation which is apparently based upon 

TWriJT ° f Cemin phySiCal and mentaI characteristics. 
Theoreticany lt may seem not impossible to acquire such 

coordination by guided effort or study, practicalfythe poss£ 

bdity of acquiring aptitudes necessary for singing profession- 

such an undertakmg would require. We know that some 
peop e possess most or all of such necessary aptitudes before 
they begin to study. Should those who lack any or most of 

ShoulJlT COmpete ^ thOSC who do P^sess them? 
uld they compete in a profession which requhes the 

continuous use of these very aptitudes? A student would not 
be able to accomphsh anything as a singer by trying to acquire 
labonouriy, over long periods of years, such necfssary basic 
coordination; for the actual study of singing can only begin 
once this basic coordination is present. ^ ° 

To m 7 knowledge, attempts to acquire forcibly any of 
such basic coordination which the vocal student does not 
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naturally possess to some degree, seldom, if ever, are suc¬ 
cessful. Under such circumstances, mild neurotic counterpat¬ 
terns usually set in. They seem to nullify the efficient use of 
all that the student may have learned. In public performance, 
the entire laboriously constructed edifice of such an artificially 
induced coordination invariably collapses revealing the 
natural ineptitude for singing in its pitiable nakedness. I see 
nothing desirable or commendable in such attempts at a 
violent conquest of self. There is nothing noble, self-abnega- 
tory or heroic in attempting to disregard one s natural limita¬ 
tions. The contention that man is perfectible and that he 
should be encouraged to overcome his inadequacies has little, 
if any, bearing upon the study of singing for professional 
purposes. To work and study for years, to subject oneself to 
veritable torture in the hope of one day acquiring the very 
basic qualifications for singing professionally, qualifications 
which the properly endowed person possesses before he begins 
to study, does seem ill-advised, futile and pitiable. 

The very first prerequisite which a student with profes¬ 
sional ambition must possess is a specific variety of a very 
keen musical ear. The entire process of singing rests upon 
this. This specific variety of musical ear is the cornerstone 
of singing. Without it everything else is useless. 

The kind of musical ear necessary for a singer can be 
best defined as a natural ability to imagine accurately (that 
is, to hear mentally) pitches or musical sounds and to repro¬ 
duce the imagined pitches by whistling, humming or singing. 
A person may have a good ability to imagine pitches without 
having the complementary coordination which would enable 
him to reproduce them accurately with his own sound- 
producing apparatus. Not infrequently one encounters such 
a lack of complementary coordination even among musicians. 
Those, however, who lack this complementary coordination 
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will, in my opinion, have too difficult a time in trying to learn 

ma ^ e wor *^ t ^ ie i r while. The possession of 
this . ability has nothing to do with one’s sincere love for 
music, or with the strength of one’s emotional reaction to 
music. One could even venture to say that it has nothing to do 
with musical talent. Likewise, it has nothing to do with the 
knowledge of musical notation, of theory of music, of vocal 
technic or of the technic of a musical instrument. 

One must remember that, in the history of singing, one can 
find a great many authenticated examples of excellent singers 
who did not even know the elements of musical notation. 
Possessing naturally an excellent musical ear and an excellent 
coordination between the ear and the voice, such singers could 
learn, memorize and perform most intricate series of pitch 
patterns by simply listening to some one else play these pitch 
patterns for them on a musical instrument. 

If the ability to imagine and reproduce pitches were 
synonymous with the knowledge of musical notation and 
related matters, such a phenomenon would be inexplicable 
and miraculous. Everyone, however, at one time or another 
has, no doubt, come in contact with all kinds of “non-musical” 
people of most diverse cultural and educational backgrounds 
who, knowing nothing of musical notation, are able to sing 
nf.ely on pitch. Sometimes they can also “harmonize” with 
others-that is, devise and sing “by ear” the alto, tenor or 
bass part to a tune. The fact that such people exist in rather 
large numbers would seem to demonstrate that a good ability 
to imagine and reproduce pitches is not inherently connected 
with any formal knowledge of music. 

The ability to imagine and reproduce pitches is a coor¬ 
dinator pattern which can be greatly developed once it is 
present, but can hardly be acquired by a more or less mature 
person to any serviceable degree for any practical, profes- 
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sional purpose. The development of this ability is a discipline 
called ear training. Its purpose lies in making a student more 
aware of the pitch and rhythm differences he already hears, 
even though he may not know their names or the written 
symbols representing them. Ear training quickens a student’s 
reaction to pitches and rhythms through specially devised 
exercises. It also coordinates his natural pitch and rhythm 
discrimination with his eye (musical notation, reading music), 
and with the names of pitches, pitch relations and pitch com¬ 
binations and rhythms (musical nomenclature). This type of 
training should ideally continue until the student’s reactions 
to the written and verbal symbols representing pitches, pitch 
combinations and rhythms, as well as to pitches and rhythms 
he hears played or sung, become instantaneous, accurate and 
interchangeable. All this training, however, at least in so far 
as I have been able to ascertain, has little effect upon a more 
or less mature person who has a poor natural ear. If anything, 
it often tends to make him self-conscious and even less able 
to imagine and reproduce the most simple pitch and rhythm 
progressions which he might have been able to do before. 

The difference between musical ear and ear training is little 
known and much less appreciated among vocal students than 
it ought to be. Natural aptitude and a system of study devised 
to improve efficiency of its control and operation complement 
each other; but ear training cannot be expected to create a 
musical ear, that is, in practice. Theoretically, this may not be 
impossible, especially if such training is begun at a very early 
age, practically in childhood. Vocal students with poor natural 
ear, however, often expect the study of ear training, theory 
and some musical instrument to produce a radical change in 
their ability to imagine and reproduce pitches. I suppose if 
they spent some twenty years at it at the rate of three or four 
hours a day with a most angelically patient teacher, they 
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might acquire some of the basic coordination which a person 
with a good musical ear already has latently before he begins 
to study. 

How is one to establish if he has or has not a good musical 
ear? Although the ability to read music accurately is, in a 
singer, a most certain indication of the possession of a musical 
ear, the inability to read music efficiently may not in the least 
indicate its absence. Reading music is a process by which 
symbols indicating pitches and rhythms are translated into 
equivalent sounds. It is unthinkable that this can be done ac¬ 
curately by a singer who lacks the necessary natural aptitude. 
However, to be able to do so requires specialized training. 
The contention that a singer who is unable to read music 
must lack a natural ear is not any more logical than the con¬ 
tention that an unlettered person must lack the faculty of 
speech. 

There are many ways to test one’s musical ear other than 
the test of reading which presupposes not only the possession 
of a natural ability, but the full trained control of such ability. 
For instance: Can you reproduce accurately, by whistling, 
singing or humming, a pitch or a series of pitches sung or 
played for you? If you cannot do this with any degree of 
ease, the chances are that you do not possess the necessary 
natural ability. If you can do this easily, can you reproduce 
accurately a tune or a fraction of a tune sung or played for 
you? If so, how intricate and how long a tune can you re¬ 
produce accurately and after how many hearings? Can you 
devise and sing, hum or whistle a second part to a tune you 
know while this tune is being sung or played? One of the 
most thorough and fair tests of this kind would be to study 
elementary musical notation (not theory) and elementary 
sight singing (not dictation) for a period of some six months. 

If by the end of such period one’s ability to imagine and re- 
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produce pitches remains unimproved it would seem reason¬ 
able to assume that one possesses little, if any, of this ability. 
Innumerable effective tests of this nature could be devised 
by anyone who wishes to face squarely the issue of whether 
his ear is good enough for the purposes of professional sing¬ 
ing or not. It seems to me, however, that many vocal students 
decline to face this issue altogether. The reason for this may 
lie in the extraordinary confusion of terms and concepts 
which seems to affect much of our thinking where singing is 
concerned. The lack of differentiation between acquirable 
.skills and natural aptitudes makes many a definition of mu¬ 
sicianship and musicality vague and misleading. 

Many a person with an excellent natural ear and a good 
natural voice, for instance, never dared to venture into the 
field of singing, for which he might have been splendidly 
equipped, because after a few desultory ill-directed and un¬ 
successful attempts at learning musical theory and nomen¬ 
clature, he concluded that he was simply not “musical.” 

Many more seem to suffer from the delusion that they are 
musically sufficiently well equipped to become professional 
singers simply because they enjoy music and have learned to 
name notes, chords and intervals on the printed page. That 
merely indicates familiarity with musical notation and nomen¬ 
clature. The distinction between being able to hear pitches, 
intervals and chords, and only being able to identify the 
printed signs indicating pitches, intervals and chords is 
enormous. 

If a singer hears a piece of music and is able to write it 
down, it is an accomplishment denoting excellent musical ear 
and a mind which has been excellently trained. If a singer 
looks at a piece of music and is able to sing, hum or whistle 
any of its parts without being too certain of the nomenclature, 
it denotes an equally good ear but a mind not trained to the 
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same degree of excellence. But if a singer looks at a piece of 
music and is unable to prove that he can imagine and re¬ 
produce the sound of it, even though he can identify all the 
printed symbols representing pitches, intervals, chords and 
modulations, it merely proves that he has a trained min d 
Peculiarly enough, many people seem to conclude that the 
ability to identify what one sees is synonymous with the 
ability to identify what one hears. Yet the knowledge that two 
dots separated by a certain number of spaces on ruled paper 
represent the interval of a fifth does not, in any way, insure 
the ability to imagine what such an interval sounds like. 
Knowledge of musical nomenclature is valuable provided it is 
based on aural perception first and on visual perception in a 
complementary fashion. Knowledge of musical nomenclature, 
however, based primarily on visual perception is almost use¬ 
less, especially for a singer. This knowledge cannot, under 
any circumstances, serve as a substitute for a natural ability 
to imagine or mentally hear pitches. 

Therefore, advisedly I put the possession of a good musical 
ear, or the ability to imagine and reproduce pitches, as the 
very first prerequisite necessary for a professional singer, 
even above the possession of a pleasant voice. The reason for 
this lies in the very nature of the human sound-producing 
mechanism. We all know that vocal cords contract in a cer¬ 
tain fashion and that the exhaled air passing through them 
makes them vibrate. This action produces sound. By the aid 
of the tongue, lips and other numerous factors, this sound is 
shaped into word, pitch, grunt or an imitation of a rooster, 
according to our desire. An automatic coordination between 
the conception of a desired sound and its production definitely 
exists, barring pathological abnormalities within the sound- 
producing mechanism of a human being. The universality of 
speech could not otherwise be explained, since we know that 


13 






ON STUDYING SINGING 

of the people who learn to speak, over 99.99% have no knowl¬ 
edge whatsoever of the mechanical aspects of their sound- 
producing apparatus and its workings. Notwithstanding this 
lack of knowledge, they learn to produce the sounds they 
wish to produce. They learn to speak “by ear,” that is, by first 
hearing, then imagining and then reproducing sound pat¬ 
terns. Deaf mutes offer an excellent illustration of the fact 
that a normal person controls his sound-producing mechanism 
by imagining the sound and thus unconsciously setting in 
motion the muscular contractions necessary for its production, 
and not by executing a series of planned muscular contrac¬ 
tions. It has been demonstrated that deaf mutes are mute not 
because their sound-producing apparatus is defective, but be¬ 
cause they were deaf at birth or had been deafened in early 
infancy. Unable to hear, they cannot learn to imagine sounds 
and, therefore, cannot learn to produce them. To learn to 
approximate even minimally effective speech sounds, they 
must be taught laboriously, by rote, the muscular contractions 
involved in their production. It seems obvious that a series of 
muscular contractions necessary for the production of a sound 
can hardly be set in motion with any degree of ease and ef¬ 
ficiency if the person desirous of producing this sound cannot 
summon a clear image of it in his own mind. Most of us seem 
to possess the ability to imagine speech sounds adequately 
for all practical purposes, but the ability to imagine musical 
sounds or pitches seems to be much less common. 

Again, theoretically it may not be impossible to acquire 
such ability. Practically, however, it would seem rather ill- 
advised to try to become a professional singer if such an 
ability is only present in a minimal degree, since pitch pro¬ 
duction is one of the cardinal prerequisites of music and thus 
of singing. An instrumentalist can press down a key, a valve 
or a string in a specified manner and the action will auto- 
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matically produce the desired pitch on a keyboard instrument 
or its very near approximation on string or most wind in¬ 
struments. Production of a pitch could thus be reduced, in its 
essentials, to digital efficiency and, unfortunately, often it is 
no more than just that. Because of the nature of their instru- 
ments, the keyboard instrumentalist possessing only an inferior 
musical ear may attain a surprising degree of pitch-producing 
efficiency (providing his instrument is well tuned). Wind and 
string players need a much better musical ear than a keyboard 
instrumentalist to attain even approximately the same degree 
of efficiency in producing accurate pitches. No digital or 
other conscious muscular activity can, however, be substituted 
for a correct conception of a pitch image where the human 
voice is concerned. A singer has no keys, valves or strings 
which he could learn to manipulate accurately enough even 
to approximate correct pitches. In view of all this, it seems 
logical to assume that the singer, above all musicians, needs 
most the ability to imagine pitch. Without it, he cannot begin 
to make music with his sound-producing apparatus even if 
this apparatus is capable of emitting resonant and agreeable 
tones. 

Put simply, the whole matter of musical ear necessary for a 
singer may be formulated as the ability to “carry a tune” ef¬ 
fortlessly and accurately. This is the first prerequisite of sing¬ 
ing. The more naturally efficient this ability is, the better the 
chance one has to become a professional singer. This ability 
has to be present to some very marked degree before study, 
and those who hope to acquire it by study are bound for 
disappointment. 

It is advisedly that I omit a discussion of rhythm in this 
chapter. The ability to produce sound in accordance with 
some designated rhythmic pattern can, according to all avail¬ 
able evidence, be acquired by any no rmal person. 
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The second prerequisite which a prospective professional 
singer must possess is a natural singing voice. In discussing 
this the following must be considered at the outset: first, the 
general concept of what constitutes a natural singing voice 
is largely subject to personal tastes; second, the human voice 
is capable of improvement; and third, the degree to which 
one believes a voice can be improved has an enormous in¬ 
fluence on one’s idea of what a natural singing voice must be 
able to do in its untrained state. 

We may speak more or less categorically of what a natural 
musical ear is, or, at least is not, and predict with some degree 
of certainty to what extent it may be developed by study. But 
the discussion of what a natural singing voice is or is not 
cannot possibly be as clear cut. Too great a portion of such 
a discussion would be concerned with matters of personal 
tastes, of cultural backgrounds and of personal beliefs. 

It is clear that the possession of an excellent natural singing 
voice is somewhat less imperative than the possession of a 
natural musical ear. A person with an obviously poor natural 
musical ear and an obviously good singing voice cannot have 
much hope, as we have demonstrated, in being successfully 
trained to become an efficient singer; a person with an excel¬ 
lent ear and a mediocre voice, may, however, under certain 
circumstances, develop into an exceptionally valuable singer. 

The whole subject of whether an ordinary speaking voice 
may be transformed into a singing voice or how such a trans¬ 
formation is to be induced rests on aesthetics and beliefs 
placed in the efficacy of certain “voice building” or “voice 
developing” methods. Many of such methods seem diametri¬ 
cally opposed to one another. Many adherents of any of such 
methods claim that only their “method” offers the vocal stu¬ 
dent a way to attain the maximum and optimum of his po¬ 
tentialities. If one is acquainted with a variety of such 
16 
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methods, one loses hope in the possibility of discussing the 
subject rationally. Beliefs in some particular form of voice 
development could be placed in the same category as religious 
and political beliefs. 

It would seem fair, therefore, to conduct the discussion 
on a more personal basis. A natural singing voice must, in my 
opinion, have quality, or at least be capable of producing 
pleasing sounds before it is trained. What constitutes a pleas- 
ing sound is, of course, a matter in which no objective stand- 
ards seem possible at present. We all agree, however, that 
some voices seem to produce unpleasing sounds. I should 
venture to suggest that a person who is unable to produce 
what he, or those in whose judgment he has the utmost con¬ 
fidence, consider pleasing sounds with his voice before study- 
ing would do best not to contemplate professional singing. 
I know that many will immediately object, saying that one 
may be taught how to produce pleasing sounds. Even though I 
agree with this to some extent, I do not believe that everyone 
can be taught how to produce pleasing sounds. It does not 
seem unreasonable to suppose that a student who can produce 
pleasing sounds naturally has a much better chance of be¬ 
coming a professional singer than one who is, to begin with, 
handicapped with a voice which produces unpleasing sounds. 

I should further venture to suggest that a natural voice 
must be capable of producing pleasing sounds of a certain vol¬ 
ume, in other words, loud enough to be heard by some few 
hundred people assembled in one place for that purpose. Again, 

I do not dispute the fact that volume can be developed to some 
degree. I do not see, however, how this admission would in¬ 
validate my contention that a prospective professional singer 
ought to possess a practicably audible voice. 

It hardly seems unreasonable to expect a future professional 
singer to possess at least a pitch range of an octave and a half 
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before he begins to study. Again, I must insist that I am fully 
cognizant of the claim that range can develop with time and 
practice. 

Next, I should expect a natural singing voice to be able to 
sustain a note without trembling. Some tremolos are curable; 
some, however, seem to persist no matter what is done to cor¬ 
rect them. It surely does not seem unreasonable to warn a 
prospective professional singer of the possibility that this 
affliction may not be cured by proper study. 

In other words, my entire attitude concerning the natural 
singing voice in its untrained state can be summed up as fol¬ 
lows: if a person is not able to produce, before training, at 
least some sounds which approach in quality and steadiness 
(not necessarily volume) the sounds one expects from a pro¬ 
fessional singer, possessing a similar type of voice whose sing¬ 
ing one happens to admire, the chances are that this person 
has an inadequate natural singing voice. 

One of the best ways to satisfy one’s curiosity on tins sub¬ 
ject is to mate several records. Sing a simple tune you know 
well, preferably unaccompanied. If the tune is accurately on 
pitch throughout, and if the quality of the voice is not dis¬ 
pleasing, the sustained tone not quavering, and if one can 
encompass at least one octave without straining, it would seem 
not unreasonable to assume that there is some minimal indi¬ 
cation of both ear and voice being present. 

I know that it is very difficult to be dispassionate and honest 
with oneself in matters which concern one’s own abilities. I 
must repeat that I am fully aware of the fact that the human 
voice is capable of development, but I have also seen what 
fatal mistakes can be committed when an “I have not studied 
long enough—I will improve with study and work” attitude 
is applied to the very fundamental requirements of singing. 

It should be borne in mind that the possession of a natural 
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singing voice is not due solely to the purely physical, struc¬ 
tural characteristics of one’s sound-producing apparatus. A 
very complex combination of emotional and intellectual 
factors, of coordinatory patterns possibly established very 
early in life, and of structural, physiological factors appar¬ 
ently results in the possession of such a singing voice. 

This combination is so very complex and as yet so unex¬ 
plored that, again, the only reasonable attitude toward the 
problem seems to be a purely practical one. Those who for 
one reason or another do not possess this complex combina¬ 
tion of mental and physical traits should not place too much 
hope in the processes of study to acquire it, especially if this 
study is pursued for professional purposes. 

It should be clearly understood that all this does not neces¬ 
sarily apply to the study of singing for one’s own pleasure. 
I sincerely believe that everyone who really wishes to study 
singing just because it pleases him to do so, should do so, 
whether he has any natural ability or not. On the other hand, 
I do not believe that people ought to be encouraged to spend 
the most productive years of their lives, a great deal of money 
they often can ill afford, and untold effort in training for 
a profession which they may wish to enter but for which they 
may be naturally unfitted. 

One could add to these two cardinal tangible requirements 
(musical ear and a natural voice) two others of a relatively 
less imperative nature: excellent health and good appearance. 
Of these two, perhaps, of greater importance is excellent 
health. People afflicted with heart disease, asthma, chronic 
irritations of the respiratory tract and other diseases which 
may have a direct bearing upon the use of their sound-produc¬ 
ing apparatus, should consider the fact that a professional 
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singer performs not on days which suit him, but on whatever 
date he happens to be engaged to perform. 

As for good appearance, it is, of course, becoming more 
and more important all the time with moving pictures and 
television gradually offering more opportunities for singers. 

These, then, are the four prerequisites, two of them of car¬ 
dinal importance, without which no student may hope to be¬ 
come a professional singer. They are sufficiently tangible to be 
discussed rationally and sufficiently important, in my opinion, 
to be taken seriously. The possession of all of these prerequi¬ 
sites may not, however, in itself, make one an acceptable 
singer. Much more than this is needed. One must take into 
consideration such things as personality, imagination, poise, 
emotional power, power of projection, dramatic ability, poetic 
sensitivity, love for singing, character, ability to profit by 
criticism, patience, courage, intelligence, and last, but by no 
means least, a deeply rooted, innate musicality which enables a 
fine singer to do mysterious things with a series of pitches and 
rhythms which is sometimes inadequately called phrasing. All 
these qualities defy concise description. All, and probably 
many more, go into the making of talent. Without talent, the 
possession of aptitudes produces nothing noteworthy, but the 
possession of all these intangible traits cannot, in itself, make 
a singer either unless the two first prerequisites are not only 
present, but present to an exceptional degree. 
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II. The Study of General Musicianship 

The study of singing could be divided into four 
primary and several secondary subjects. It is my purpose to 
discuss in detail only the primary subjects since the secondary 
subjects do not seem to present any particularly complex 
problem to most students. 

The primary and secondary subjects which constitute 
the study of singing could be defined as follows: 

Frimary subjects: 

/—Study of pitches, rhythms, their combinations and 
relationships; this includes ear training (sight singing and 
dictation) and theory (harmony, counterpoint, form, 
etc.) and could be called general musicianship, 
a—Study of speech and allied subjects; this includes gen¬ 
eral phonetics, pronunciation, enunciation, languages and 
their grammar, poetry and its recitation. It includes, 
therefore, some fundamental principles of acting. 

5—Study of matters pertaining to the efficient control of 
the operation of one’s sound-producing mechanism (tone 
production, voice placement or vocal technic) and in 
some instances of ways and means to improve and de¬ 
velop this mechanism (often called, rather vaguely, ‘Voice 
building”). 
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4- Study of music written for the voice, or of repertoire; 
this study is, of course, based upon one’s ability to learn 
music and to perform it. 

The secondary subjects may include: 

/—Study of a keyboard instrument. 

2 —Study of stage deportment and acting. 

5— Study of dancing, fencing, eurythmics, etc. 

4 —Study of the history of music and literature and of 
the various styles of music, literature and other arts. 

Several of these subjects overlap. All of them complement 
one another. All of them are very important. A talented per¬ 
son, well trained in all of these subjects, would attain the 
synthesis of these various branches of his art and thus become 
not only an excellent singer, but an exceptionally efficient 
and cultured one besides. 

Most people, however, are not usually fortunate enough 
to be able to receive such comprehensive training at a time 
when they could profit from it most. Many, if not most, for 
instance, have no idea that they wish to become singers and 
that they are sufficiently endowed to do so until they reach a 
comparative maturity. A comprehensive training in all the 
subjects outlined above is not easily completed in later years, 
since it may demand a very considerable period of time. 

We know, however, that many talented people have 
managed to become excellent singers with rather scant train¬ 
ing. Since this is so, it may be worth our while to examine 
how little of each subject a well-endowed singer needs to 
blow- to be able to perform. I feel obliged to repeat again, at 
the risk of becoming monotonously insistent, that a student 
who is poorly equipped by nature may expect to profit very 
little from all of these studies, no matter how serious, intense 
or comprehensive they may be. A student, however, with 
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nothing but a good natural ear and a good natural voice, even 
though he may lack real talent, could improve considerably 
by pursuing such a curriculum. 

Under ideal conditions, a singer ought to be expected to 
master thoroughly all the subjects outlined above. He ought 
to be a well-read and generally well-informed person besides. 
He ought to be well acquainted with other arts and have a 
general conception of disciplines of knowledge not pertaining 
to the arts and humanities, but ideal conditions are very rare 
indeed. Let us, therefore, set no maximum requirements for 
any branch of study necessary for singing, since every branch 
of such study is almost limitless. Let us try to discuss what the 
minimum requirements are. 

When we consider the subjects of general musicianship 
in relation to singing, the first thing to remember is that a 
singer operates exclusively with only one line of music. In 
other words, pitch combinations hardly enter into his 
province for all practical purposes. His entire musical task is 
horizontal, not vertical like that of the pianist or organist. 

No amount of theoretic studies can ever be considered 
as being “too much” in any branch of music, singing included. 
Ideally, therefore, every performing musician, including the 
singer, ought to know enough about music to be equipped to 
write a large symphonic work, whether he has any special gift 
for composition or not. Practically, however, a singer ought 
to concentrate on ear training, on sight singing and on prima¬ 
rily melodic dictation with especial emphasis on rhythm drills. 
Even the knowledge of harmony could, not that it should, 
be reduced to the aural familiarity with frequently encoun¬ 
tered chords, with rules governing part-leading given only 
scant attention. Intense study of scales, intervals and rhythms 
could form a very efficient mainstay of the singer’s musical 
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training. This study is anything but secondary for a singer 
although it is listed as such in many a music school catalogue. 
It ought to be pursued as intensively as it is humanly possible 
to do. Courses in sight singing and dictation especially designed 
for singers ought to be offered by every music school where 
singing is taught. Often such courses are not so designed; then 
problems of range, of primarily vertical dictation, and of in¬ 
sufficient drilling in rhythms make them very much less 
valuable to singers than they could be. Also, not enough time 
is devoted to them. 

Training the ear of a singer should, in my opinion, begin 
with the most direct and least intellectualized procedure 
namely by having the student sing, whistle or hum the pitched 
or senes of pitches played for him on some musical instru¬ 
ment. Such training should precede any attempt at the read¬ 
ing of music. Naturally, such a type of training is not needed 
if the student shows an excellent ability to coordinate his ear, 
eye and voice. In most instances, however, the adoption of 

some such procedure would prove of considerable benefit to 
the student. 


. “ T* a & uuu natural ear seldom learn to read 

music efficiently, even many of those who graduate from 
accredited music schools. One reason for this is that they 
simply lack the dme and opportunity to do so. An average 
singer often enters a music school with little knowledge of 
musical notation, and practically always with a very haphazard 
knowledge of it He may have an excellent tar and a good 
nannal voice. Now, in four or five years, he has to learn so 
much about music (including harmony, counterpoint, fugue, 
form, orchestration, piano, music history) that the simple 
most elementary marara of basic ear training and bLc 
famrtai^ noth musical notation am lost in the fhuffle. oZ 
diently, he learns to put black dots on paper according to 
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rules, not even caring to imagine how they may sound. Obe¬ 
diently, he learns to control his fingers so that they can push 
down keys in a properly pianistic manner though what this 
has to do with his musical needs at this stage of his develop¬ 
ment no one seems to know. He memorizes dates and learns 
musical nomenclature. He goes to a sight-singing class once 
or twice a week, and, if he is called upon, sings assigned ex¬ 
ercises with which he is already familiar and which often are 
either too high or too low for his type of voice. He goes to 
a dictation class and soon is confronted with complex vertical 
music before he even had a chance to become thoroughly 
familiarized with the notation of horizontal music. Besides all 
this, he must learn three languages, go to dancing and acting 
classes, take a few academic subjects if he wants a degree, 
sing in a chorus and take voice lessons. It is obvious that such a 
curriculum presupposes an exceptional ability plus very exten¬ 
sive preparatory work. Since vocal students usually lack the 
latter requirement, the whole approach to this subject seems 
to be in need of re-examination. 

It seems to me that anyone who is sufficiently endowed 
to consider the serious study of singing should first concen¬ 
trate on training his ear, and, only after this task has been 
successfully accomplished, should he begin to think in terms 
of how to sing. A prospective singer who has a good musical 
ear could attain a good command of musical notation neces¬ 
sary for his purposes in one year of concentrated study under 
proper guidance. If he pursued such studies for several years, 
he could easily reach a proficiency bordering on virtuosity. 

It is true that many a fine singer has learned to sing with¬ 
out ever having mastered even the elements of musical nota¬ 
tion. The mastery of musical notation is as important to a per¬ 
forming musician as a mastery of the elements of reading and 
writing is important to anyone else. One could do without it, 
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it is true. Many a fine man has been illiterate and still managed 
to live a full and useful life. Literacy, as such, is not guar¬ 
anteed to do anything for anyone except to make him literate. 
One can imagine an actor, superbly gifted and with the pos¬ 
session of an exceptional memory, of being illiterate. One can 
imagine a singer, equally superbly gifted and possessing an 
exceptional musical memory, of being musically illiterate. The 
advantage of being illiterate, however, escapes me in both 
instances. 


The partisans of the view that unless a singer knows how 
to write a double fugue he cannot possibly call himself a mu¬ 
sician, and the partisans of the view that a singer only needs to 
know how to produce melliferous sounds are equally un¬ 
realistic and shortsighted. I am most willing to admit that an 
exceptionally gifted singer may manage to perform without 
even knowing whether he should read the music from right 
to left or from left to right. However, I don’t see how this 
admission would invalidate the contention that a singer needs 
to know as much about music as he can manage to learn. I do 
believe, however, that before he learns to write fugues, he 
must be sufficiently familiar with musical notation to be able 
to read at sight, faultlessly, a Schubert song. The fallacy of 
the advocates of “fugue writing” lies in the fact that they 
forget that anyone possessing a normal intelligence can man¬ 
age to write a correct atrocity in fugue style without ever 
being able to distinguish a fourth from a fifth by ear. This fal¬ 
lacy results in an emphasis on paper work where musical 
theory is concerned. It results in granting degrees in music to 
singers who are not even equipped to distinguish one interval 
from another, simply because these people have managed to 
arrange black and white circles on ruled paper in a properly 
prescribed manner. r : 

It is a singular and rather distressing fact that among 
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singers more than among any other performing musicians, one 
finds the two almost perverse extremes of musical illiteracy. 
One speaks of Debussy, Hugo Wolf and Bach, but he is not 
in the least disturbed by the fact that he may not be able 
even to sing a correct interval when asked to, much less read 
a piece of music accurately. The other bellows operatic airs, 
has to engage a coach to learn a line of music and is proud of 
his abysmal ignorance. The musically illiterate snob and the 
musically illiterate vulgarian who is proud of his illiteracy are 
both the products of the “fugue writing” mentality which still 
seems to be prevalent in most music schools. The snob “writes 
the fugue” and, consequently, considers himself a musician. 
The other sees that those who “write fugues” sing no better 
and sometimes worse than himself, remembers the tales of 
great singers who managed to sing beautifully despite the fact 
that they had no formal musical training, and consequently 
regards the entire subject of musical literacy as a superfluous 
affectation. That such utterly ridiculous specimens of ignor¬ 
ance can be found more readily among singers than among 
instrumentalists, seems to indicate that the manner in which 
general musicianship is being taught to singers is in great need 
of re-evaluation. 

Unless we agree that the only possible approach to the 
teaching of music to a singer is by the way of his ear, we shall, 
I am afraid, continue to produce annually every conceivable 
variety of musical illiterates. 

Were the knowledge of this obvious and, I am afraid, 
rather platitudinous point of view more widespread, children 
showing interest in singing would be encouraged to study ear 
training. Those failing to show signs of a good natural ear 
could then be steered toward the study of singing for their 
own personal enjoyment; for, unfortunately, although people 
with a poor natural ear can be found in all branches of music, 


2 7 




ON STUDYING SINGING 

they seem to be most frequently encountered among singers. 
I must again repeat, ad nauseam, that the possession of a good 
natural ear does not, in itself, constitute the possession of a 
talent for music or for singing. 

My position in regard to this matter could be summed 
up as follows: if a student of singing has a good musical ear, 
he should at first spend all of the time allotted to theoretic 
and allied subjects on ear training. Only when he has reached 
a comparative mastery of this subject may he proceed profit¬ 
ably with any theoretic studies which do not have a direct 
bearing upon his ability to imagine, recognize and reproduce 
pitches and rhythms. If, however, a singer has no musical ear, 
but he has learned either how to write fugues and canons 
or how to “place” his voice instead, he ought to be advised 
to pursue his studies on a purely amateur basis. 

Since practically all of the available evidence seems to 
point in the direction that one’s capacity to imagine pitches 
is inextricably connected with one’s ability to produce them, 

I would advocate the study of ear training as the very first 
step in the study of singing. This study should precede, by 
at least a year, any attempt at vocalization. It should be con¬ 
sidered a major study and treated as such by both the student 
and the teacher. Failure to attain marked proficiency in it after 

a specified period of time should definitely signify a natural 
inaptitude for singing. 


HI. The Study of the Verbal Contents 
in Vocal Music 

When we consider the next major subject dealing 
with another facet of singing, namely with the verbal con¬ 
tents of vocal music, we cannot deal with it as summarily as 
we did with the facet of singing dealing with the study of 
pitches and rhythms. We cannot reduce this subject to a 
workable minimum as easily and as honestly unless we radi¬ 
cally change the conception of singing which, for better or 
for worse, is prevalent in English-speaking countries. 

When a singer is supposed to perform in four languages, 
as English-speaking singers are expected to do, a mastery of 
those four languages seems to be clearly indicated. The de¬ 
mand that a singer perform equally well in four languages 
could be likened in its reasonableness to a demand that every 
actor perform equally well in English, French, German and 
Italian. Each language has its phonetic peculiarities. Each lan¬ 
guage has its own rhythm and inflection. Each language de¬ 
mands a different variety of muscular coordinations necessary 
for the production of its own particular speech sounds, and 
each language demands its own system of “ear training” if 
such coordination is to be attained. Considered in this light, 
the attainment of the most minimal linguistic requirements 
necessary for singing would entail a great deal of study. That 
few enough English-speaking singers ever attain a mastery of 
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French, German and Italian equal to the mastery of their own 
native language, is an eloquent testimony to the difficulty 
under which the English-speaking singer is made to labor by 
the convention prevalent today. 

A French singer learns to sing in French, and, unless he is 
very ambitious and especially interested in singing in German, 
Italian or English, he keeps on singing in French for the rest 
of his career. Of course, he may learn some songs or arias in 
Italian or German if he wishes to or if he believes such a 
procedure would be helpful. If he decides not to do so, he still 
may sing only in his native language and not be considered an 
artistic pariah because of this. The same attitude is prevalent 
in Germany, Italy, Russia and practically every other country 
in continental Europe. However, it is unfortunately not ac¬ 
cepted as desirable in Great Britain, the United States or other 
English-speaking countries. The reasons for this nonaccep¬ 
tance are not difficult to establish historically. 

Aesthetically, the practice can be defended with some 
vigor on the one hand but assailed with perhaps even greater 
vigor on the other. Every advocate of singing in the original 
language must grant that good vocal music consists of music 
and words of which neither takes undue precedence over the 
other. He must agree that the meaning of the words and not 
only their sound greatly influences the music, and thus plays 
an integral part in the enjoyment of it. How then is one to 
defend singing in French, German and Italian to an audience 
composed of people who do not understand any of these lan¬ 
guages by a singer who usually knows hardly more about 
them save some fundamental rules of their pronunciation? 

It is true that if one knows French, for instance, or Fin¬ 
nish, one would prefer hearing a French or a Finnish song in 
its original form, but I, for one, not knowing a word of Fin¬ 
nish, seem to enjoy less listening to Finnish songs in their 
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original language than if they were sung in a language I hap¬ 
pen to understand. The crowning and somewhat ludicrous 
exhibition of the confusion which seems to affect the linguistic 
matters of singing in English-speaking countries is the rather 
frequent spectacle of an English-speaking artist singing a 
Russian song, not in an English but in a French translation 
and for the benefit of an audience that doesn’t know a word 
of French. 

A linguistically gifted person may gain, within two years, 
a workable knowledge of a new language, particularly if he 
is living in the country where this language is spoken. He 
must be an exceptionally linguistically gifted individual to do 
nearly as well if he stays at home. Learning a language is, 
after all, primarily a matter of ear. Some people with no mu¬ 
sical ear whatsoever have an excellent ear for speech sounds. 
Some again possess a good musical ear and have little capacity 
for imagining new speech sounds. 

It is not necessary to concern oneself with niceties of 
style of grammar in order to learn a language in a workable 
manner. A fundamental grammatical survey will do very well. 
The rest is picked up by ear. An English-speaking singer, 
therefore, if he is to take the convention of singing in four 
languages seriously, ought to spend some six years in con¬ 
tinental Europe. This, of course, is a matter of finances and 
of time. If one can afford it, it is a splendid idea, but most 
students simply cannot expect to pursue such an expensive 
way of studying. The overwhelming majority must stay at 
home and try to learn the languages in a classroom. 

Let us examine the manner in which languages seem to be 
taught in most of the music schools. Language, as an academic 
subject, is the medium by which one increases his ability to 
come in contact with the culture of a foreign country. The 
aim of such an approach to linguistic study necessitates an 
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emphasis on grammar and vocabulary. A student who success¬ 
fully accomplishes such a study must be able to read and 
understand a book, a newspaper or a poem in a foreign lan¬ 
guage without having to thumb through a dictionary at every 
line. Still and all, the practical aim of a singer’s study of a 
language is not to gain its comprehensive use, although it is 
an ideal aim, but rather to learn to produce the proper speech 
sounds and to learn to translate a song text with any and every 
help that he may summon. Again, I must admit that it would 
be preferable if an English-speaking singer who sings in 
French, Italian and German could read and write freely in 
these languages. A music school is not precisely the place 
where he might look for such training. Languages in most of 
the music schools are secondary subjects, and perhaps rightly 
so. Not much time is allotted to these studies, and yet the 
overwhelming majority of such language classes is conducted 
as if the acquisition of a comprehensive knowledge of a lan¬ 
guage is intended. Grammar and vocabulary drills take up 
most of the time. The net result is negligible because of the 
insufficient time allotted and because of the rather natural im¬ 
patience on the part of the vocal student with matters such 
as irregular verbs. The knowledge of grammar gained by an 
average vocal student in such a class would not enable him 
to understand a headline in a foreign-language newspaper. The 
knowledge of vocabulary is even more inadequate for his 
needs, since the vocabulary used in operatic librettos or song 
texts has little to do with ordering one’s breakfast or engaging 
a room in a hotel. This utterly unrealistic approach to a 
singers linguistic training poorly prepares most English- 
speaking vocal students for the task ahead of them. 

An intensive study of pronunciation should occupy most 
of the time allotted to language classes in music schools. The 
vocabulary used for such study should be drawn directly from 
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the standard opera and song texts of each language. It does 
not matter how old-fashioned, obsolete or florid it may seem 
compared to the modem vocabulary. Grammar ought to be 
taken as nonchalantly as possible. If a singer can translate a 
song text, word for word, with all the help a dictionary and a 
table of irregular verbs and declensions can offer him, he will 
know enough grammar for his immediate purposes. An enor¬ 
mous stress should be laid on reciting the opera and song texts 
in class. 

Many “diction” classes (“pronunciation” is the correct 
word, but “diction” is very frequently used instead) in Ger¬ 
man, French and Italian adopt a procedure whereby a student 
is required to sing in class and is then corrected for pronun¬ 
ciation. This is a very unrealistic manner in which to attack 
the problem. Until a student learns the speech sound as such, 
he cannot easily combine it with pitch, rhythm and vocalized 
tone. As very advanced work in pronunciation this procedure 
would work excellently. As an introductory or intermediate 
study of pronunciation, it tends to create an undue amount of 
tension in the student. This tension is due to the fact that he is 
expected, at one and the same time, to pronounce a word with 
which he is not quite familiar, to sing it on a pitch and in a 
rhythm pattern he may not be too sure of and to sing it in 
a manner demanded by his vocal teacher, a manner he is just 
managing to acquire. This approach to “diction” usually re¬ 
sults in some musical and often considerable psychological 
and vocal damage to the student. To be able to sing a pitch 
one must first be able to hear it inside one’s head. The same 
rule applies to words. The new speech sounds should first be 
introduced by the teacher as sounds and not as mechanical 
exercises in tongue and lip movement, and then they should 
be tried by each student for exactly as long as it is necessary 
for him to imitate the teacher. Insufficient elementary aural 
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drilling in the sounds of a language, and the unnecessary and 
confusing drilling in tongue and lip movements, verb forms 
and endings, make most of the language classes in music 
schools ineffective in so far as vocal students are concerned. 
If, again, the entire subject were re-examined on a more 
realistic and utilitarian basis, the results of such classes would 
be more in harmony with their aims. 

It is my contention, however, that the study of general 
phonetics, of standard English pronunciation and of recitation 
of poetry and prose passages in English should precede the 
study of any foreign language. Again, I base my contention 
on the similarity of process involved in producing pitch and 
word. To begin with, a singer must learn to synchronize 
speech sounds with pitches. How can he manage this much if 
he cannot summon a clear image of the speech sound in his 
mind because this speech sound is unfamiliar to his ear? If he 
does manage to do so, he must do so in a tense, mechanical 
manner which will affect both the sound of the word and the 
quality of the pitch. But synchronization of word and pitch 
is not all that is demanded of a singer. The pitch, besides being 
accurate, must form a part of a rhythmic pattern and must be 
produced in an agreeable manner vocally. The word, besides 
being correctly pronounced, must have an inflection (or “tone 
of voice ), since it forms a part of a sentence. The verbal 
sentence must be synchronized with a musical sentence. The 
musical sentence in the vocal line must be synchronized with 
the musical sentence of the accompanying instrument. 

How can an individual who is unsure of the entire process 
even attempt this complex synchronization, if the speech 
sounds, their meaning and their inflection are in a language 
totally unfamiliar to him or nearly so? I would venture to sug¬ 
gest that if this process of synchronization were being learned 
in a familiar language, the problem would definitely be sim- 
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plified and the necessary synchronization acquired much more 
easily. A singer who cannot recite a song text with proper 
conversational inflection (that is, in a manner where the logic 
of the sentence is clearly presented to the listener, where 
punctuation is observed, where words of greater importance 
receive greater emphasis) cannot hope to learn to phrase a 
song. Phrasing of most vocal music is based upon the meaning 
of a sentence, and its effect upon the inflection with which 
one recites this sentence and sings the corresponding musical 
part. A singer who must think of how to pull or push his lips 
into proper position to produce a certain vowel or consonant, 
instead of knowing it by ear, cannot hope to acquire any ease 
in his production of this sound and cannot therefore expect 
to sing it in any normal tone of voice. It seems, therefore, 
obvious that unless a singer knows the speech sounds of a 
foreign language thoroughly by ear, this language ought not 
to be used for vocalizing purposes. 

English is as good a language to sing in as any other, pro¬ 
vided it is the singer’s native language. It may seem a very 
unsingable language to an Italian, but then Italian may seem 
equally unsingable to an American student who cannot pro¬ 
duce a clear Italian “u” sound, since never in his life has he 
used one. Why could not an English-speaking student learn 
to sing (that is, to synchronize the musical and verbal con¬ 
tents of a song in a vocally agreeable manner) in his own lan¬ 
guage, and only after such synchronization has taken root, 
proceed with other languages? He may study the other lan¬ 
guages most intensively at the same time without trying to 
sing in them. 

This suggestion differs radically from a rather prevalent 
idea that one should learn to sing in Italian first whether one 
is familiar with the language or not. The practice of learning 
to sing in Italian in preference to one’s own language has deep 
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roots in the history of singing in England. I do not see, how¬ 
ever, why a practice which may have had some reason in 
eig teenth-century England should still be adhered to today, 
uc. a practice prevailed in seventeenth-century Germany, 

ut it has long' since been discarded and with no apparent ill 
effects. rr 

The acquisition of a standardized manner in which one 
uses his lips and tongue in his own language is of fundamental 
importance to any prospective singer, and will have a most 
definite bearing on the ease with which he may learn to 
pronounce and sing foreign words. The fundamentals of 
speech should definitely be considered as one of the primary 
subjects in a vocal student’s curriculum, and it should be 
pursued most intensively during the first year of his studies 
or until it is fully mastered. 

Likewise, the acquisition of control over inflection in 
speech should occupy every prospective singer most seriously, 
since inflection or the tone of voice is, perhaps, his most im¬ 
portant tool of expression. An instrumentalist, though able to 
produce a much greater number of pitches than any sing er 
and to produce them more rapidly and more accurately, can 
operate only with volume, rhythm and limited varieties of 
tone color for expressive purposes. A human voice is capable 
of an infinite variety of inflections. It is, unfortunately, only 
too true that but few singers are able to use any variety of 
inflection while singing. This fact may be directly attributed 
to the almost complete lack of interest, and therefore of prac¬ 
tice, in training oneself to coordinate speech inflection with 
singing. Only singers of popular songs seem invariably to excel 
in this accomplishment, since they cannot hide a monotonous 
delivery of the text behind a respectable fagade of bel canto. 
Recitation of a song text should, therefore, seem to be a most 
needed preparation to the singing of a song. That it is seldom 
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practiced by singers and, to my knowledge, not often de¬ 
manded from them by most teachers or schools, is a sin¬ 
gularly unfortunate oversight which is often responsible for 
the extraordinarily stilted, unnatural and senseless manner in 
;which so many poems are handled when they are being sung. 

The polylingual approach to singing often produces many 
other peculiar consequences among English-speaking vocal 
students. Many of them, for instance, are so concerned with 
the problems which the pronunciation of foreign languages 
present, that they fail to pay enough attention to clarity of 
enunciation when they sing in their native tongue. The fact 
that they understand and know the sound of each word when 
they sing in English seems to absolve them from any responsi¬ 
bility for a clear and precise delivery of an English text. It 
is also not uncommon to hear English-speaking students trans¬ 
fer some of the phonetic characteristics of Italian and German 
into their own language so that, after a while, they begin to 
sing in English with a rather pronounced foreign accent. 

I should like to sum up my suggestions. A student of 
singing could proceed with his speech studies in a very ef¬ 
ficient manner if: 

/—He learns first the fundamental principles of speech 
and phonetics as applied to his own language. 

2 —He learns to recite the texts intelligently in his own 
language before attempting to sing them. 

5—He learns to use his singing voice efficiently in his own 
language first. 

4 —He becomes thoroughly familiar with the speech 
sounds of a foreign language before, not while, he at¬ 
tempts to sing in it 

j —He becomes thoroughly familiar with the meaning of 
a text of a foreign song and learns to recite it properly 
before, not while, he attempts to learn to sing it. 
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IV. The Study of Vocal 
Technic 

Any discussion of vocal technic (voice placement 
or tone production as it is often called) is doomed, at some 
point or other, to become controversial. A spirit of partisan¬ 
ship seems to be evoked by such discussions most of the time. 
Apparently it cannot be banished by any known method of 
dealing with the subject. 

It is not my aim to instruct the reader in vocal technic. A 
staggenng number of volumes written for just such purpose 
already exists. I do not see the need for adding still another 
to this list The purpose of this chapter then is to discuss some 
fundamental premises upon which an approach to the study of 
vocal technic could rest J 

The aim of vocal technic, as of all musical performance 
technics, is to enable the singer to produce at will and with 
reasonable ease, sounds of specified pitch, duration, quality, 
volume, color, etc. Any intelligent approach toward the 
achievement of this aim must rest on a clear understanding of 
t e nature and limitation of the instrument as well as on a clear 
understanding of the nature and limitations of the procedures 

available for teaching the attainment of control of this instru- 
ment. 

It is my sincere belief that, should these two major 
premises^ be sufficiently explored, the student would gain 
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enough insight into the subject to become able to form an 
approach to the study of vocal technic which would fit his 
individual needs. 

As discussed before, the factor primarily responsible for 
the production of any specified sound by a normal human 
voice is the conception of a clear mental image of this sound. 
The formation of this mental image compels our sound-pro¬ 
ducing mec hanis m to adjust itself in a most minute and deli¬ 
cate manner; it sets in motion a most complex series of mus¬ 
cular contractions balanced to a most remarkable degree of 
precision which results in an approximation of the imagined 
sound. The control of this factor (the conception of sound 
image) rests primarily upon the degree of precision with 
which an individual can imagine sounds at will. The natural 
ability to imagine sounds of definite pitch at will has already 
been discussed. In its lowest form, this ability enables one to 
imagine sounds of definite duration, pitch, vowel and volume. 
In its highest form, this ability enables one to imagine sound 
in its full complexity. Quality, intensity, timbre, resonance, in¬ 
flection and every other characteristic of musical sound pro¬ 
duced in conjunction with speech sound by a human voice 
must be imagined before any worthwhile attempt can be made 
to produce it successfully. 

Insofar as speech is concerned, the formation of a sound 
image and its reproduction in an adult reaches a state of such 
automatism that the meaning of a word becomes synonymous 
with its sound. Thus the sound becomes an automatic expres¬ 
sion of the meaning. The same automatism, if attained by a 
singer, will form his most valuable attribute as an artist To 
attain such automatism, in which the meaning of the word, 
the sound of the word and the musical sound form a simul¬ 
taneous and instantaneous single image, is the higher goal of a 
singer’s technic. 
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The ability to imagine sound is of equally paramount im¬ 
portance where every conceivable sound which can be pro¬ 
duced by a human voice is concerned. The possession of this 
ability, insofar as speech is concerned, makes it possible for 
the same actor to change the color, inflection, quality and 
volume of his voice. It enables him to change the accent and 
rhythm of his speech so that one night his words will sound 
as he imagines the speech of Romeo should sound, and the 
next night approximate his image of the speech of a New 
York taxi driver. It makes it possible for those possess¬ 
ing a very keen ear for speech sounds to imitate the speech 
peculiarities, inflections and accents of innumerable individ¬ 
uals. Also, it makes it possible for those who have a very keen 
ear for sounds produced by animals and birds somehow to 
approximate these sounds. Finally, it makes it possible for 
those who have a very keen ear for musical sounds to re¬ 
produce the sounds they imagine in conjunction with speech 
sounds, or to sing. 

The possession of such an ability is not, however, synon¬ 
ymous with the possession of a voice which would allow the 
approximation of any imagined sound. A limited or inferior 
voice, as well as one of superior or extraordinary nature, is 
the result of a most complex combination of physical and 
mental factors which, for all practical purposes, could be con¬ 
sidered accidental. The limitations of each individual’s voice 
cannot be discounted. Imagining a sound out of the range of 
one’s voice or beyond its maximum volume will not, of course, 
result in the approximation of this sound. Imagining a sound 
of a quality which the individual voice is incapable of re¬ 
producing due to its structure, cannot be expected to result 
in an approximation of this quality. 

It seems to me that no approach to the study of vocal 
technic can ignore the principle that the major portion of the 
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control a singer possesses over his voice rests on his ability 
to imagine in its full complexity the sound which he wishes 
to produce—that is, in its pitch, vowel, duration, quality, 
volume, resonance, timbre, inflection, color, etc. If the char¬ 
acteristics of a sound the singer wishes to produce are unclear 
in his own mind, little if anything can be done to compel him 
to produce successfully a sound possessing such characteristics. 
This remains true even if his vocal apparatus should be of a 
structure which theoretically could allow him to produce such 
a sound at will; for the muscles primarily responsible for the 
production of a sound—namely, the vocal cords—are, for all 
practical purposes, uncontrollable as such insofar as direct 
volition is concerned. Although not classified as involuntary 
muscles (like the heart or the intestines,) neither are they clas¬ 
sified as voluntary muscles (such as the biceps). 

We do not possess the faculty of compelling our vocal 
cords to flex in any precise manner without first having con¬ 
ceived an image of the sound we wish to produce . This is a 
fact of cardinal importance, a fact which has an enormous 
bearing upon any approach toward the study of vocal technic. 

Certain parts of our complex sound-producing apparatus 
can be controlled, as such, to a greater or lesser degree. 
These include the tongue, the lips and the muscles of the jaw 
as well as a great number of other sets of muscles distributed 
in various parts of the body and involved to some degree in 
the production of a sound. However, the primary sound- 
producing muscles, the vocal cords, which are responsible for 
the pitch of a sound and for much of its quality, can be only 
controlled by indirect action. This indirect action depends en¬ 
tirely upon the singer’s ability to imagine or hear mentally, 
the sound that he wishes to produce.. 

The functioning of most other muscles that form or are 
indirectly related to our sound-producing apparatus is often 
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semiautomatic and invariably is influenced by the image of 
sound we conceive mentally. It is also affected by the con¬ 
current activity of all the other sets of muscles employed in 
producing a sound. None of such muscles or sets of muscles 
operates independently of each other while a sound is being 
produced, for neither of them alone is capable of emitting a 
vowel sound of a definite pitch, quality, volume or color. 

It seems obvious, therefore, that the most precise knowl¬ 
edge of the muscular contractions involved in the production 
of some specified sound cannot be expected to make a singer 
produce this sound accurately, since the accurate mental 
image of the desired sound is the factor primarily responsible 
for compelling these muscles to act. The most minutely 
accurate knowledge of all the muscular activities involved in 
the production of a middle C on vowel “a,” for instance, 
cannot enable one to compel directly his muscles to contract 
in so precise a manner as to insure even an approximation of 
this specified sound unless one conceives a mental image of 
this sound or, at the very least, of its 'pitch and vowel. 

The student of singing should bear in mind that his 
sound producing mechanism invariably acts as a complex unit. 
He must remember that the exact balancing of the multitude 
of muscular activities responsible for the emission of any 
specified sound cannot be successfully achieved by direct 
muscular effort The conception of an image of the sound 
can, however, successfully coordinate, unify and direct these 
complex muscular contractions. 

Much too often, one encounters a total disregard of this 
principle among students trying to attain control over their 
vocal apparatus. Too many of them seem to reason in some 
such fashion as this: No specified sound can be produced 
unless a series of certain muscular contractions takes place. 
The approach to the study of vocal technic should, in ac~ 
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cordance with this premise, rest primarily on analyzing these 
muscular contractions. Armed with such knowledge, one 
is supposed to be able to reproduce these muscular con¬ 
tractions at will. The reproduction of these muscular con¬ 
tractions will, according to this reasoning, result in the 
approximation of a desired sound. Accordingly, such series 
of muscular contractions are considered to be the sole cause 
of the desired sound. 

Such reasoning confuses the cause with the effect. This 
type of mistake in reasoning is very frequently encountered. 
Effect (in this case muscular activity) is often mistaken for 
the cause (in this case conception of the sound image) and 
the attempt to gain control over the effect is then considered 
to be equal to the attempt to gain control over the cause. 
Sing ing in this manner, a student can lose most of his natural 
coordination. He will become self-conscious; he will forget 
what it means to allow himself to make music naturally; and 
the more talented he is, the more chance there will be for 
him to develop innumerable mental blocks which may, in 
the end, prevent him from singing altogether. 

A student with a poor natural ear, a poor natural voice 
and no imagination can, of course, be taught how to force 
himself into squeaking a semblance of a high C, for instance 
(which he may not have been able to do before) if he is 
shown precisely how to open his mouth, in what manner to 
hold his tongue, in what fashion to flex his abdominal muscles 
and so on. The result, of course, will be utterly unsatisfactory 
insofar as singing goes, but it may enable him to produce a 
semblance of a high C. A student of some talent, however, if 
taught to employ the same mechanical devices while singing 
a high C, stands to gain nothing by forcing himself to act as 
an untalented singer does, and may, in the process of learning 
how to sing in this fashion, do permanent damage to his 

43 










ON STUDYING SINGING 

whole way of singing and his attitude toward the act of 
singing. In the end, he may, and often does, learn to sing no 
better than the ungifted student. 

Under such training he learns how not to develop his 
gift (whatever this gift may be) and not to rely upon any 
natural aptitude he may have for singing. Before long, unlei 
he happens to be a most exceptionally gifted and strong indi¬ 
vidual, he may, because of disuse and abuse of his natural basic 
coordination, lose it altogether. 

The old complaint of parents and friends that “Jenny 
or Peggy or Tommy used to sound much better until he or 
she went to New York or Chicago or Los Angeles and began 
to study singing” is, unfortunately, all too often justified, 
but, just as unfortunately, nothing much is ever done about it. 
Jenny or Peggy or Tommy simply insist that the “old way” 
of singing was all wrong” but that the new way, even 
though it makes them sound like sputtering steam whistles, 
is correct, and that they simply did not quite get the hang 
of it as yet, and need to study more “vocal technic,” meaning, 
of course, more mechanical devices designed to teach one 
how to control consciously and directly the muscles of one’s 
sound-producing apparatus. 

A student who becomes convinced that vocal technic is 
purely a matter of direct gymnastic muscular control, and 
that such vocal technic equals singing, is often willing to 
admit that his present way of singing may be unsatisfactory. 
But it seems very difficult for such a student to realize that 
his vocal inefficiency is primarily due to his general concep¬ 
tion of what vocal technic is, and to his general attitude 
toward the act of singing. It seems difficult for him to per¬ 
ceive that exchanging one system of direct muscular control 
for another such system (which he is often willing to do) 
™il not essentially alleviate his plight. It may possibly increase 
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it. It is extremely difficult for him to understand that his 
inefficiency is due not to the type of gymnastic muscular 
control he tries to employ in his singing, but to the fact that 
such direct gymnastic muscular control is being employed at 
alL 

Many a gifted student in search of some hypothetical 
type of direct muscular control which he calls “vocal tech¬ 
nic,” and which he hopes will finally release him and allow 
him to sing freely and efficiently, goes from one voice special¬ 
ist to another and changes his vocal technic with each new 
teacher. Such a student does not seem to consider the possi¬ 
bility that no type of direct muscular control can make him 
sing as he wishes to sing, and as perhaps he could sing, unless 
the mental and musical factors governing the operation of his 
muscles are allowed to play the extraordinarily important part 
in his singing, a part to which such factors are rightfully 
entitled. 

I do not wish to imply that a student of singing cannot 
and should not learn how to gain direct control over certain 
voluntary muscles involved in singing if such control seems 
necessary. However, the often-encountered overemphasis on 
direct muscular control among vocal students is almost in¬ 
variably responsible for the increase of tension in their sing¬ 
ing. This acquired tension sometimes reaches a stage where 
the singer becomes muscle-bound and is unable to sing as well 
and as easily as he did before he began to study seriously, and 
to concern himself with the position of the larynx or the 
back of his tongue, his uvula or his diaphragm. It is not sur¬ 
prising then that those studentts who become most muscle- 
bound are those most concerned with their muscular activi¬ 
ties and least conscious of the function of the mental sound 
image, which, under normal circumstances, would tend to 
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direct and coordinate their muscular activities. They must, 
of necessity, neglect to concentrate on the sound image while 
their attention is riveted to the minute muscular details of 
their singing. 

I would venture to say that the acquisition of direct 
control even over voluntary muscles may be resorted to only 
when the natural coordination between the student’s ear and 
his voice seems insufficient to insure the approximation of 
the desired sound. This, of course, presupposes that the stu¬ 
dent knows or has been taught to know what precisely a 
desired sound may be and that he can actually imagine this 
sound clearly. Before this has been tried and found wanting, 
the preoccupation with direct muscular control can only 
result in disturbing whatever natural coordination the student 
has between his ear and his voice. 

To sum up: The primary control a singer possesses over 
his instrument is not muscular but mental. It rests on a nat¬ 
ural ability to imagine musical and speech sounds precisely, 
as well as on the natural coordination between the singer’s 
ear and his voice. This ability, this supplementary coordina¬ 
tion, and a vocal apparatus of a structure which enables the 
singer to reproduce the sounds he imagines are characteristics 
which cannot be acquired by study for any practical profes¬ 
sional purposes. If such characteristics are present, however, 
they can be developed. Any intelligent approach toward the 
acquisition of an efficient vocal technic must take this into 
account. The acquisition of direct conscious control over 
certain muscles involved in producing sounds can be con¬ 
sidered only as a supplementary, secondary aim in the study 
of vocal technic. It is often considered as the pr imar y aim of 
vocal technic and substituted for the mental control of one’s 
vocal apparatus by means of forming a sound image. An at¬ 
tempt to acquire such muscular control in a gymnastic, 
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mechanical fashion usually disturbs the natural coordination 
between a student’s voice and his ear. In other words, it makes 
his singing less efficient. 

An insufficient realization of the extraordinarily impor¬ 
tant part which the formation of a thoroughly accurate mental 
sound image plays in one’s singing is often responsible for a 
number of the so-called “technical difficulties” among students 
of singing. Many, if not most, of such vocal ills plaguing a 
young singer are very often due to the inefficient musical, 
verbal and phonetic preparation of the pieces he attempts to 
sing. In other words, only few of them mentally know well 
enough the music, the poem and the vowel and consonant 
sounds of the song they attempt to sing before they actually 
begin to sing it. Unless a student is taught to be extremely 
precise in learning to imagine the sound of the musical and 
phonetic content of his songs before he begins to sing them, 
he usually forms the very poor habit of learning his songs 
by singing them before he knows them well enough to hear 
them mentally. Such a procedure is likely to impede the 
coordination between his ear and his voice or, to make him 
employ this coordination in a most minimal, haphazard and 
inefficient manner. 

This insecurity in pitch, rhythm and phonetics is often 
responsible for a total inefficiency in vocalization among 
young singers. Also, this insecurity is often primarily re¬ 
sponsible for the extraordinary tension of their vocal apparatus. 
A student who attempts to compel his vocal apparatus to 
produce pitches, rhythms and speech sounds of which he is 
not too sure must remember that his vocal apparatus will 
invariably become extremely tense in protest against such 
abuse. This tense, constricted sensation is only aggravated 
if the cause of this insecurity is not removed. Even the most 
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specific advice on how to relax certain muscles and flex others 
while singing cannot then perceptibly lessen such tension. 

Learning the notes and the words of a song is equivalent 
to making oneself hear them mentally. Attempting to do so 
while singing almost invariably tends to establish a peculiarly 
unnatural coordinatory pattern in one’s singing. One’s inner 
ear (or the ability to imagine sounds) is used hardly at all 
and never for any considerable length of time. One’s vocal 
apparatus is thus left without proper mental guidance. This is 
especially noticeable in difficult passages where utmost con¬ 
centration on pitch, vowel, quality, intensity and volume of a 
series of sounds is demanded in order to provide the needed 
guidance to the voice and ease the physical tension. It matters 
little if the student has, by that time, learned the tune and the 
words, or has even managed somehow to memorize them 
in this unnatural fashion. Doing so he has also managed to 
memorize a whole series of tense and uncomfortable sensations 
caused by the initially insecure knowledge of his piece. The 
music, the words and these tense and uncomfortable sensations 
become in this fashion welded into a unified pattern which 
he now calls singing. 

Under such circumstances, the student begins to accept 
the sensation of tenseness as a sort of natural ill. Many believe 
that this tension cannot be corrected without years of study of 
the vocal mechanics and of gymnastic exercises especially de¬ 
signed to counteract it. Yet they seem to forget that the more 
conscious the student becomes of this tenseness and of the 
various corrective exercises, “trick” and “technics” designed to 
correct it, the less attention he begins to pay to the musical 
Mid verbal components of his work. His attention is then 
riveted to his body and not to the combined image of music 
and words before him. In this way he adds self-consciousness 
to the tension initially caused by the failure to form a suffi- 
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ciently clear and secure mental image of what he is supposed 
to sing. This self-consciousness, in its turn, makes him even 
more tense. More mechanical devices designed to correct this 
self-consciousness are then employed with equally poor re¬ 
sults until the student, as it so often unfortunately happens, 
cannot any longer produce a sound without enormous physical 
difficulty. 

At this point I would like briefly to discuss practicing, 
as it is conceived by many vocal students. Most vocal students 
seem to believe that unless they sing they do not practice. 
Nothing could be more unrealistic. The primary purpose of 
practicing is to acquaint one’s inner ear with the sound or 
the series of sounds one wishes to produce; the secondary 
purpose is to try to approximate this already imagined sound 
or series of sounds with one’s voice, and to experiment with 
this process. It seems to me that a vocal student ought not 
to allow himself to sing until, to the best of his ability, he has 
arrived at some definite image of the sound or the series of 
sounds he wishes to produce. Singing before having formed 
such an image will only confuse the student. It can be safely 
said that perhaps more harm is done to the average student by 
his own senseless and haphazard way of practicing than by 
anything else. 

Most students, even those who are exceptionally efficient 
in learning music by looking at it and who know the languages 
in which they sing well enough to be able to speak, read and 
write in them, would do much toward the elimination of this 
possible cause of many of their vocal ills by adopting the fol¬ 
lowing procedure in learning a song: 

/—Learn the poem separately. Translate it word for word 
if it is in a language with which you are not overly 
familiar. Check every syllable of it for correct pronuncia- 
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tion, and for accurate vowel sounds over and over until 
you are able to imagine precisely every speech sound 
involved. Practice speaking it aloud until it seems pho¬ 
netically perfect, and until you can speak it without any 
strain. Then learn to recite it as a piece of poetry so 
that the sense of it may be immediately grasped by any¬ 
one familiar with the language. Search for the right in¬ 
flection in each sentence. Do not begin lear ning the 
music until you have mastered the verbal content of the 
song to your best ability. 

a—Learn the rhythmic pattern of the vocal line separately 
from the pitch pattern by tapping it out or by using some 
syllable such as “la” to indicate it. This, of course, is not 
absolutely necessary for those who have developed a 
precise and reliable manner of translating signs indicating 
rhythms into audible rhythmic patterns. Many singers, 
however, would profit by such separate examination of 
the rhythmic contents of their music. 

5—Synchronize the poem and the rhythmic pattern to 
which it has been set by the composer by learning to 
recite the poem in strict and precise time. 

4 —Learn the pitches of the vocal line. Again, those who 
are able to hear music by looking at it will not need to 
spend much time on such an elementary task. Few singers 
have been sufficiently trained in sight singing, however, 
to be justified in taking this task too lightly. The only 
way to learn the pitches and rhythms of a vocal line is to 
learn to hear them. If one’s eye and ear coordination is 
inefficient, as it usually is in a singer with average train¬ 
ing, it should not be strained by an impractical attempt 
to learn to sight sing on the song one wishes eventually 
to perform. It would be much more realistic to learn to 
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hear the vocal line of such a song by playing it in strict 
time on the piano with one finger, and by repeating this 
process until one can mentally hear each phrase with 
utmost exactitude. 

Most singers do not play the piano well enough to 
play the accompaniment accurately. I should, therefore, 
discourage them from trying to do so, since it is better 
to learn to hear the vocal line precisely and in time instead 
of forming a confused image of it in a jumble of in¬ 
accurate chords played in slovenly rhythm. Naturally, if 
the student is able to acquaint himself with the chordal 
structure of the accompaniment by playing it in an ac¬ 
curate, simplified version of his own, it will help him 
immensely to learn to hear mentally the vocal line. But 
even though the most exhaustive knowledge of the ac¬ 
companiment of a song is imperative to the singer, he 
should not attempt to gain such knowledge on his own 
unless he happens to be an efficient pianist. 

One should not attempt to sing the vocal line in any 
fashion until one can hear it mentally precisely on pitch 
and in rhythm note for note. 

y—Only after speech sounds, rhythms and pitches of a 
vocal line have been thoroughly absorbed by the student 
may he attempt to vocalize this melody on some vowel 
which he deems best for such purposes. The vocalization 
should be metronomically precise. 

6*—Sing the words of the song in strict time but on mono¬ 
tone. Choose any pitch which seems most comfortable for 
such a purpose. 

7—Put the song away for a few hours. After this, you will 
be able to practice it without doing damage to it as well 
as to your voice. 
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Another serious misconception of the nature of the 
singer’s instrument which produces very undesirable conse¬ 
quences is the idea that a singer must try to hear himself 
sing, or form an idea of what his singing sounds like to his 
listeners. We all know that we cannot form an adequate idea 
of how our speech sounds to others. Anyone who has ever 
had his speech recorded will know the shock he experiences 
on hearing such a recording for the first time. It is difficult 
to realize that the speech peculiarities which we hear on the 
record could actually be our own. Singing is a form of 
musicalized speech. The musical part of the s inging i s pro¬ 
duced by the same instrument that produces the speech. I do 
not see how the inability to hear one’s own speech as it 
sounds to others will be lessened by adding pitch and rhythm 
to the speech sounds. It seems to me that this unrealistic ad¬ 
vice, which many singers unfortunately try to follow, stems 
from instrumental musicians. Instrumentalists can hear them¬ 
selves as others hear them, and endeavor to do so to the 
utmost of their ability. A singer, however, who tries to 
follow the same procedure as an instrumentalist in this matter 
will create a number of grave difficulties for himself. 

As soon as the singer tries to listen to the sound he is 
producing, the functioning of his inner ear (or his ability to 
imagine sounds) becomes less efficient, all of which is 
equivalent to saying that his vocal apparatus is left tempo¬ 
rarily with little or no guidance. The sound can then continue 
to remain accurate only if the vocal apparatus is to a greater 
or lesser degree kept forcibly in the same position by direct 
muscular effort. This will immediately produce unnecessary 
muscular tension, and will affect adversely the quality of the 
sound, the inflection and the general manner of delivery. If 
such clamping” of the voice is not resorted to, the pitch as 
well as the vowel may change markedly during the period in 
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which the singer tries to concentrate on the evaluation of the 
sound he is producing instead of concentrating on the image 
of the sound he wishes to produce. 

Such post-factum listening accomplishes no purpose. It 
distracts the singer’s attention from his immediate task, thus 
affecting the accuracy of singing by disturbing the coordina¬ 
tor pattern between his inner ear and his voice. It offers 
nothing in return. 

An instrumentalist, however, can manage to continue pro¬ 
ducing a sound while listening to it and evaluating it. He can 
keep his fingers in some definite position without becoming 
overly tense. He can do so because the production of a sound 
on most musical instruments does not depend totally on the 
continuous presence of the sound image in his mind. 

One must bear in mind that the possession of a good 
musical ear does not, in itself, insure accuracy and ease in 
singing. Without such an ear, a singer cannot hope to attain 
accuracy or freedom, but even when he possesses an excellent 
ear he must train himself to use it to advantage. Those who are 
preoccupied with trying to listen to and evaluate the sound 
they are producing, those who are unduly preoccupied with 
the mechanical means which they deem necessary for attaining 
some quality of sound which may appeal to them, those who 
are preoccupied with eliminating the symptoms of undesirable 
tension by some mechanical means which do not take into 
account the very cause of such tension, all of such singers 
deliberately abuse and misuse the functioning of their musical 
ear. It is not surprising, therefore, that some singers with an 
extraordinarily keen natural ear sing miserably off pitch, are 
aware of it afterward, and are unable to correct their intona¬ 
tion. 

It is a common misconception among vocal students to 
attribute inaccuracy of pitch to some mechanical factor and 
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thus to seek some mechanical means of correction. This mis¬ 
conception, as well as the one concerning listening to oneself 
instead of concentrating on the image of the sound one wishes 
to produce, stems from the instrumental conception of music 
making. A string player, for instance, can correct his intona¬ 
tion by shifting his finger ever so little. A singer can never 
gage the precise muscular action necessary for such a cor¬ 
rection. He must hear the precise pitch inside his mind to be 
able to set in motion and coordinate the multitude of mus¬ 
cular activities necessary for such a minute adjustment. 

Vocal students often make a distinction between singing 
“off pitch” and singing “off color” and often maintain that 
this “off color” singing is due to some mechanical causes and 
not to a lack of accuracy of the sound image they form 
mentally. This, of course, is nothing but quibbling. “Color,” 
insofar as it can affect pitch, is an integral part of the pitch. 
If the singer is unable to imagine the proper color so as to 
produce the accurate pitch, the chances are that he is either 
not able mentally to hear it accurately enough or that he does 
not concentrate hard enough to hear it; for one can sing 
very “brightly” and be flat, and very “darkly” and be sharp, 
as all of us, no doubt, have found out from experience. 

One must remember that the pitch of a sound has little to 
do with its quality or its beauty. On may produce very ugly 
sounds very accurately on pitch and very beautiful sounds 
very much off pitch. Speaking of sound color in terms of 
pitch seems to indicate an arbitrary differentiation in degrees 
of inaccuracy. In this fashion, off color serves to indicate a 
slight inaccuracy while off pitch is meant to describe a gla ring 
deviation from the intended pitch. 

The study of vocal technic differs enormously in some 
respects from the study of instrumental technic. To be able 
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to play a scale in the worst possible manner on any instrument 
requires a modicum of conscious muscular control. This is 
due to the fact that the ability to hear inside oneself what is 
musically required does not produce even the lowest form of 
muscular coordination necessary for its execution on any 
musical instrument. However, anyone who can hear a scale 
clearly can manage to sing it after a fashion. Therefore, every 
normal person who can carry a tune possesses a vocal technic 
which could be termed as being equivalent to the instrumental 
technic acquired by an average instrumentalist in two or three 
years of study. This is often completely disregarded by both 
the student and the teacher. A vocal student needs all the 
musical and speech training he can get to enable him to 
catch up with his elementary vocal technic while an instru¬ 
mentalist must leam muscular control and concentrate on it 
before he can catch up with his natural musical ability. 

This disparity between a natural technic which a singer 
learns in speaking and can use for singing, and the lack of such 
a natural technic which every young instrumentalist must 
overcome, lessens by the time the singer and the instrumental¬ 
ist go beyond the elementary stage of their development. 
However, the idea that a student of singing needs to be in¬ 
structed in the elements of muscular mechanics to the same 
degree as does a student of an instrument seems rather far¬ 
fetched and illogical. 

A premature concentration on vocal mechanics too often 
tends to make a singer self-conscious and afraid to rely on the 
natural coordination between his voice and his ear. When this 
happens, the entire basis on which vocal technic could be 
developed is destroyed even though the student may have 
superior ear, voice and talent. 

In my opinion the cornerstones of any approach to the 
study of vocal technic should be: i) The strengthening of this 
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natural coordination; 2) The increase of reliance upon it in 
the singer; 3) Forming the habit of guiding his voice primarily 
by means of his own inner ear; and 4) Forming the habit of 
employing conscious muscular effort only in a subsidiary, 
complementary manner and then only if such effort does not 
impede his natural coordination. 

When and if such an approach is not employed by the 
student, we see the spectacle of naturally well-endowed singers 
unable to make use of their gifts. The longer they study what 
they call “vocal technic” the more difficult it seems for them 
to sing. The more they know about the mechanics of rhH r 
voices, the less successfully they can manage to do those 
things which they did before they had studied. As a rule it is 
not their fault or the fault of their teacher. It is simply a result 
of the attitude which refuses to recognize that a vocal student 
should first be made conscious of what to want to do before 
he can hope to find a way of doing it. He cannot be taught 
successfully how to execute precisely something which is not 
overly clear in his own mind. The very nature of his instru¬ 
ment does not allow him to do so. This attitude toward the 
pedagogics of singing has destroyed and stunted more talented 
singers than perhaps any other factor. 

I should like to add here that learning how to form a 
series of accurate images of the sounds one wishes to produce 
may be an extremely tedious and difficult task, one demanding 
considerable practice and a great degree of self discipline. It 
requires at first the utmost of concentration—the kind of 
concentration which can sometimes be attained only by trying 
to make one’s mind totally blank and by substituting a con¬ 
tinuous series of sound images for all thought. 

Most singers allow their minds to wander while they sing 
After initially having mentally heard, for a fraction of a 
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second, the sound they wish to produce (if they failed to 
do so they could not sing at all), they begin to think of their 
breath, their posture, their tongue and lips, the impression 
they are making upon their listeners and whatever else may 
happen to enter their minds at the moment. 

Such haphazard thinking may not affect an artist ad¬ 
versely who has trained himself sufficiently to concentrate 
on the sound image. In a student, however, it is almost certain 
to produce many undesirable symptoms of the tension dis¬ 
cussed above. If pursued unchecked for a long period of time, 
it may likewise be responsible for a paralyzing self-conscious¬ 
ness and stage fright. 

I doubt if any beginner can manage to concentrate totally 
on a sound image for more than a few seconds at a time. 
After a while, however, if one happens to have a good ear 
and perseveres in trying, one could learn to concentrate in 
this fashion for longer periods of time. Eventually one can 
reach a stage of self-discipline where such concentration be¬ 
comes nearly automatic and almost subconscious. 

Mental image of a sound must, of course, include a most 
precise mental image of the vowel sound the singer intends 
to sing. Unless he can learn to hear mentally the vowel as 
precisely as he learns to hear the pitches and the rhythms he 
will be forced to resort to “mouthing” or to producing these 
vowels mechanically by means of direct muscular effort. This, 
of course, will nullify all that he might have gained in free¬ 
dom of production by learning to concentrate on the image 
of the pitch of a sound. 

It seems to me that every student must try his very utmost 
to experiment with himself to find the ways and means of 
attaining and perfecting this ability to concentrate. Little, if 
any, practical advice can be given on how to proceed in 
attaining such concentration. Each individual must find pro- 
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cedures suitable to him. I should imagine that singing a series 
of slow, sustained pitches on one vowel would serve nicely as 
an elementary exercise in continuous concentration on the 
sound image. 

The student must also bear in mind the fact that there 
seems to be a definite relationship between his ability to con¬ 
centrate on the mental image of a sound and his ability to 
relax while singing. 

“Relaxation,” insofar as the term is used in singing, does 
not, of course, imply the simultaneous relaxation of all the 
voluntary muscles of the body. It denotes a manner of singing 
where all the muscles remain in a normal, minimall y flexed 
state, excepting those which are indispensable to the produc¬ 
tion of a sound, and such concurrent activities as standing, 
walking, etc. It is very difficult if not impossible to attain 
such an equilibrium of activity by direct volition or by dir w t 
muscular control. To say to oneself, “Relax this or that set 
of muscles while singing,” for instance, will almost invariably 
produce added tension in these very muscles because, in this 
way, one would rivet one’s attention to their activity. When, 
however, a student learns to concentrate to the utmost on the 
mental image of the sound he wishes to produce and has, 
therefore, no opportunity to think of himself and of the 
workings of his body, the possibility of avoiding unnecessary 
tension is greatly increased. 

The relationship between the degree of concentration on 
the mental sound image and the effect such concentration has 
upon one’s ability to relax is best illustrated when one con¬ 
siders the fact that certain types of tremolo or “wobble” due 
to overtenseness can sometimes be completely eliminated as 
soon as the singer learns really to concentrate on the image 
of the sustained sound he wishes to produce for its full 
duration. 
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One could attempt to formulate the foregoing in some 
such manner as: 

/—The greater the singer’s concentration on the com¬ 
plete sound image, the more relaxed his body seems to 
become. 

2 —The more the singer tries to concentrate on the mus¬ 
cular activities involved in his singing, the more tense 
these very muscles he is trying to control may become. 
5—The more the singer’s mind wanders during singing, 
appraising and analyzing the manner in which he is 
singing, the more self-conscious and tense he is likely to 
become. 

The manner in which most students of singing try to 
solve the problem of singing rapid florid passages offers an¬ 
other excellent example of how this same type of misconcep¬ 
tion concerning the nature of the singer’s instrument affects 
one’s vocal technic. 

Most students seem to believe that the ability to sing 
accurately a series of rapidly changing pitches is synonymous 
with a superior muscular skill. To develop this muscular skill 
or “flexibility” of their vocal apparatus, they often resort to a 
great number of gymnastic exercises especially designed for 
such a purpose. In so doing, they again try unsuccessfully to 
adopt the procedure an instrumentalist uses in solving a similar 
problem. The speed with which an instrumentalist can produce 
a series of changing pitches does depend to an enormous 
degree upon his ability to control directly and gymnastically 
the muscles responsible for the production of such pitches. 
This is especially true where keyboard instruments are con¬ 
cerned. The initial stages of acquiring such speed are, in in¬ 
strumental playing, purely mechanical; a gymnastic exercising 
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of his fingers is the first step toward acquiring any degree of 
automatic coordination between his inner ear and his muscles. 
As a matter of fact, a keyboard instrumentalist can learn to 
produce pitches rapidly and with great accuracy without in¬ 
volving his inner ear in the process. 

We know, however, that no direct control is possible 
over those muscles the contraction of which determines the 
pitch of a sound produced by a human voice. The control of 
such muscles can only be attained by forming a precise mental 
image of the pitch. A singer must, therefore, learn to imagin g 
pitches at the speed he wishes to sing them before he can 
hope to acquire any facility in producing such pitches. There 
is no such thing as a flexible or inflexible voice unless one 
chooses so to designate some rare pathological abnormality. 
There is, however, such a thing as a flexible or an inflexible 
musical ear. Those of us who possess a good musical ear can 
train it to become so flexible (that is, to imagine accurate 
pitches so rapidly) that the voice will be compelled to follow 
suit Those, however, whose musical ear is only average or 
below average will not be able to train it to imagine a series of 
rapidly changing pitches clearly enough to compel their 
voices to reproduce these pitches. No singer can learn to sing 
faster than he can imagine pitches. Practically every instru¬ 
mentalist, however, can learn to play faster than he can hear 
mentally if he so chooses. 

It seems to me that too many voice students waste a great 
deal of time and energy in trying to limber up their voices 
without first trying to limber up their ability to imagine 
pitches. 

Many students, if not most, would benefit, in my opinion, 
if they would endeavor really to learn to hear the florid pas¬ 
sages they are trying to sing before they attempt to perform 
them. Insufficient musical preparation is almost invariably re- 
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sponsible for the so-called lack of flexibility of one’s voice, 
that is, provided the natural musical ear of the singer is suffi¬ 
ciently keen to begin with. The often-expressed idea that 
heavy and low voices lack natural muscular flexibility is not 
supported by facts. Any type of voice is capable of singing 
coloratura passages, but not every singer possesses a sufficiently 
keen ear to do so, nor, if possessing a good enough ear, uses 
it intelligently enough to allow his voice to do so. We could 
not otherwise explain the fact that some basses, for instance, 
can sing rapid florid passages with more ease and accuracy 
than many a coloratura soprano. An intelligent approach to 
the study of florid music could be outlined in some such 
fashion as the following: 

/—Learn to play the florid passage slowly and in rhythm. 
2 —Check each interval in your mind until the pattern of 
the passage is clearly established in your mind. 

5—Without playing, try to hear as much of the passage 
as you can mentally, looking at it. Check spots where you 
are unsure of the intonation by playing them on the 
piano. Do it very slowly but in time, preferably with a 
metronome. 

Gradually increase the tempo in which you mentally 
hear the passage. Remember that unless you can hear it 
mentally at the speed you imagine it must go, you will 
not be able to sing it. Do not attempt to sing it until 
you can hear it mentally at MM J 76 if it is composed 
of sixteenths or at MM J 92 if it is composed of triplet 
eighths. (If it is composed of thirty-seconds, or triplet 
sixteenths, use 76 and JS 92 speed.) 

5—Learn to renew mentally the image of the vowel sound 
with each change of pitch. This is not to be confused with 
“aspiration” or with inserting an “h” between the pitches, 
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which is a most annoying mannerism. If you can only 
learn to hear the change of pitches but neglect to hear 
the vowel anew with each pitch, you will not accomplish 
much. Doing so, you will become very tense trying to 
maintain the vowel sound by muscular effort while at¬ 
tempting to sing the pitches under the guidance of your 
ear. 

6— Avoid violent accentuation on each group of three or 
four notes comprising the unit of a J or an J'. It is suffi¬ 
cient to feel the rhythmic pulse; too strong an accent on 
the first note of each unit may create an unnecessary ten¬ 
sion within your voice. 

7— Sing the run very slowly when you have reached the 
stage at which you can hear it mentally at a fair speed. 
Check vowel, intonation and accentuation most care¬ 
fully. 

8— When you can hear the run clearly in your own mind 
at the speed at which it ought to go in your opinion, sing 
it several times at half this speed. 

y—Hear it mentally accurately at slightly faster speed than 
the one you believe is required of you. When this is 
accomplished, you may be sufficiently well prepared to 
begin to practice it at the speed you want. 

It seems to me that much of vocalization, especially rapid 
vocalization (in which scale and triad patterns are used as a 
rule), does considerable damage to the singer’s ear. Constantly 
shifting the key in which he sings (C major, D flat major, D 
major, etc.) tends to disturb the clear image of the key center 
of a scale and a triad. It would help many singers to learn to 
vocalize in each key for a few minutes so that the interval 
relationship in each key is properly established. The continu- 
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ous shifting of key center by semitones tends to make most 
students’ intonation slovenly. 

The habit of sliding or “scooping” is another undesirable 
feature of singing caused by insufficient accuracy in forming 
a mental image of sound. 

A singer who cannot sing two sounds in succession with¬ 
out sliding between them is simply unable to form in his mind 
a rhythmically precise image of these two sounds. He is ob¬ 
viously unable to make up his mind when, precisely, to stop 
cinging one and to begin to sing the other. This terribly 
slovenly habit is often honored by calling it legato, as if legato 
were an excuse for singing each note off pitch for a fraction 
of its duration. The student must remember that the habit of 
for ming a rhythmically precise image of a sound in which 
pitch and vowel are combined is as important as the habit 
of forming a precise image of its pitch and its vowel. 

A specified time is supposed to be occupied by a specified 
pitch and a specified vowel. If this pitch or vowel is initially 
inaccurate, yet becomes accurate sometime later, it proves 
that the singer has not conceived accurately the time at which 
he was supposed to attack the required pitch and the vowel. 

Practically every aspect of singing and speaking is affected 
to a greater or lesser degree by the clarity of the mental image 
of the sound the singer or speaker wishes to produce. The 
coordination of muscular activities, for instance, necessary for 
the production of an accurate vowel sound depends to a very 
considerable degree upon the formation of a precise image of 
the vowel. Precise lip and tongue movement does not auto¬ 
matically result in the production of an equally precise vowel 
sound, if the image of this vowel is not clear in the mind of 
the speaker or singer. Many American students, for instance, 
often vainly try to produce a French “u” vowel by pushing 
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their lips out until they look like members of the Ubangi 
tribe. Because they simply neglect to take the trouble to try 
to imagine what a French “u” sounds like and rely only on 
the direct conscious control of their tongue and lips, they fail 
to produce an accurate enough vowel notwithstanding all 
their efforts. The formation of a precise sound image in one’s 
mind unifies and directs the innumerable and minute series of 
muscular contractions necessary for its production. True, it is 
possible to control one’s lips and tongue by direct conscious 
effort; yet the delicate gauging of distances and tensions neces¬ 
sary for the production of a clear and accurate vowel is so 
minute that an inaccurate sound may just as easily be pro¬ 
duced if one relies solely on such direct control. A person, 
however, who knows the sound by ear may contort his lips 
and tongue in a most unorthodox fashion and yet be able to 
produce the precise sound. Much of the tension and discom¬ 
fort in singing is caused by a neglect of this principle. Many 
voice students seem not to begrudge the time and effort spent 
in consciously forcing their tongues, lips and jaws into some 
so-called “proper vowel position” and thus adding considera¬ 
ble and unnecessary tension to their singing; this same amount 
of effort spent on trying to form a clear image of the vowel 
sound they wish to sing would produce far more desirable 
results in an overwhelming majority of cases. 

Almost the only aspect of singing and speaking where 
precise mechanical action may seem desirable and where pre¬ 
cise knowledge of the muscular processes involved may be 
of some practical value, is in the production of consonants. 
Consonants are executed by the action of either the tongue 
or the lips, for all practical purposes unaided. The knowledge 
of the fact, therefore, that consonants like l, n, d, t, r are pro¬ 
duced by the action of the tip of the tongue only and that 
they do not necessitate any perceptible closure of the mouth 
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or any action of the part of the lips, may prove of great help 
to a singer who unnecessarily involves his entire sound-pro¬ 
ducing apparatus in their execution. The knowledge of such 
simple facts is easy to obtain. Practically every high school 
textbook on speech or phonetics describes in a most precise 
and helpful manner the muscular processes involved in the 
production of consonants. Most singers would profit greatly 
by drilling their tongue and lips in the same manner as an 
instrumentalist drills his fingers, but only where consonant 
production is involved. Such an approach will not prove 
equally helpful where the production of vowels is concerned. 
As discussed before, it will not prove of value if accepted as 
applicable to almost all other phases of studying singing. 

The same general principle, namely that direct conscious 
control of one’s muscles may prove to be inadequate if used 
without some unifying idea of its aim, holds true to a con¬ 
siderable degree even where any pattern of normal activity of 
voluntary muscles is concerned. When we pick up a piece 
of paper from the floor, we do not concern ourselves with 
the innumerable series of muscular contractions involved in 
the process. Our only concern is with the aim of these extraor¬ 
dinarily complex muscular activities. Let us suppose that, 
instead of saying “pick up this piece of paper from the floor,” 
we should attempt to describe the muscular activities involved; 
i) in bending down, 2) bending the knees, 3) stretching the 
arm, 4) grasping the paper with the fingers, 5) retracting the 
arm, 6) straightening the knees, 7) straightening the back, etc. 

To do so precisely and in clearly stated detail would, no 
doubt, require more pages than this little book contains. The 
measurements of distances would have to be precise to the 
hundredth of an inch, the measurements of energy demanded 
would involve most complicated calculations. The net result 
might, and probably would, be that the person following these 
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extremely precise instructions but not given a unifying idea of 
the aim of the muscular actions demanded of him, would not 
be able to pick up the piece of paper from the floor. He 
probably would, in the process of just trying to flex his mus¬ 
cles in such a precise manner, come very near to a general 
coordinatory breakdown. 

Any and every one of our most trivial actions necessitates 
the coordination of hundreds of series of complex muscular 
contractions. The most exact knowledge of such processes 
does not, in itself, help a normal person to coordinate any 
more easily or efficiently. We learn to coordinate from the 
moment that we are born, not by learning to analyze which 
muscles we flex and how we flex them, but by trying to 
attain a variety of different aims such as grabbing the toy 
in front of us, crawling toward some objective or imitating 
the sounds that we hear. 

Even so, I do not minimize the value of practical advice 
on certain specific matters concerning our muscular coordina¬ 
tion. Expert, matter-of-fact advice on how to do something in 
an easy and efficient manner can be of great value; but I fail 
to see how anyone who possesses any natural aptitude for sing¬ 
ing can be helped by being made conscious of all the complex 
physiological processes which are supposed to take place 
while he emits a sound. Even if the knowledge of such proc¬ 
esses were accurate (which, as yet, is a very moot question), 
the consciousness of these minute physiological details would 
only tend to make a normal singer more tense, uncomfortable 
and distracted. In other words, it would decrease his coor¬ 
dinatory efficiency. 

Many students of singing, for instance, are extraordinarily 
preoccupied with the manner in which they breathe. Some¬ 
times this preoccupation almost reaches a maniacal stage. 
Breathing is a perfectly normal process, without a reasonably 
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efficient functioning of it we cannot live, much less speak or 
sing. The preoccupation with the physiology of breathing 
makes the student so conscious of the muscular contractions 
involved that he is likely to lose most of his natural coor- 
dinatory control over it. It is obvious that efficient control of 
breathing is necessary for efficient singing. Most students, 
however, naturally possess the control necessary for their 
immediate needs. I should venture to suggest that if the needs 
for such control were gradually and carefully increased, a 
fairly gifted, physically normal student would gradually and 
rather easily find means to fulfill such demands with very 
little prompting. Made too conscious of some special manner 
of breathing at the very beginning of their studies, many 
students are never able to attain a normal coordination be¬ 
tween the demands of their phrase and the control of breath 
necessary for its execution. Unconsciously, we exercise such 
coordinatory control constantly in our speech. It does not 
seem unreasonable to assume that it could serve as a basis upon 
which a singer’s control over his breathing could be based. 

Many students who have difficulty in controlling their 
breath would do well to remember that much of the time, for 
instance, they inhale more air than is needed for the phrase 
they are going to sing. Filled almost beyond their normal 
capacity, they become extremely tense trying to hoard this 
air within them. It seems natural that, under such conditions, 
little if any efficient control could be exercised over the emis¬ 
sion of this air. 

Much the same reasoning applies to the control of 
resonances we employ in singing. Any normal person employs 
•unconsciously various resonances in his speech (such as chest 
resonance, nasal resonance etc.). The choice of resonances 
employed in singing should be based on those resonances 
which tend to make the use of one’s speaking voice most 
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efficient and effortless. Most vocal students would do well 
to try to learn how to speak clearly, rather loudly, not 
nasally and for long periods of time without tiring or be¬ 
coming hoarse. The type of resonances employed in such 
speaking could then easily form the basis of the resonances 
used in their singing. Any conscious muscular effort designed 
to produce automatically the desired resonance may, how¬ 
ever, not result in its efficient or free use. The mechanical 
manipulation of resonances is one of the reasons for the 
extraordinarily inexpressive manner of singing which is so 
prevalent among students. Singing is then completely divorced 
from speaking, and the sound of the voice becomes artificial 
and meaningless. Because words are used in singing, it is one 
of the most directly communicative forms of musical art. To 
sacrifice the normal speaking resonance in search of some 
hypothetically perfect singing resonance which produces tone 
2 s opposed to speech instead of in conjunction with speech is 
perhaps one of the most self-contradictory practices, for every 
student tries to be expressive without realizing that much of 
his practicing may be directed at incapacitating his most valu¬ 
able tool of expression, his normal speech. 

We now come to what is perhaps the most controversial 
part of our discussion. It concerns itself with the question of 
perfectability of the vocal mechanism as such. 

A violinist who happens to possess an inferior, factory- 
made instrument will not try to rebuild it into a Stradivarius 
as he knows full well that such a feat is impossible. He will 
endeavor to buy, borrow, beg or steal an instrument which 
he deems adequate for his purposes. A singer, however, cannot 
exchange his voice for another one. It is only natural that he, 
therefore, seeks ways and means to improve his voice as such, 
and not only to improve the manner in which he uses it. 
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Besides, a young singer's instrument is neither fully developed 
physically, nor are its possibilities fully explored. It may, and 
often does, change considerably before he reaches full matur¬ 
ity. The controversial issue is: Can proper exercise develop 
an inferior instrument beyond its natural capacity, that is, 
change its basic quality, extend its range and increase its 
volume? 

Those who claim that voices can be “rebuilt” cite exam¬ 
ples of great singers whose voices at the outset of their 
careers were considered by experts to be inferior. Those who 
claim that no one can rebuild an inferior voice into a superior 
instrument counter that the men and women cited as examples 
of such rebuilding always did possess the great voices for 
which they later became justly famous, but that they used 
them so poorly at the beginning as to disguise completely their 
natural quality, range and volume. I incline to favor the latter 
point of view. It seems to me that if the voice is used effi¬ 
ciently (that is, guided by one’s ear and reasonably free of 
unnecessary muscular tension), little, if anything, can be done 
to improve its quality and increase its range and volume by 
exercise, especially if the voice in question happens to be 
mature. 

It is true that spectacular changes occur sometimes in the 
timbre, range and volume of a voice during several years of 
study. Such changes, however, cannot be honestly attributed 
to some physical alterations of the structure of a vocal 
apparatus induced by exercises. The physical structure of the 
vocal apparatus remains virtually unchanged after it reaches 
full maturity and until it begins to deteriorate with very 
advanced age. Of course, it happens rather frequently that the 
stage of physical maturity is reached during the years a singer 
studies most intensively. The physiological changes which 
may occur during this time cannot, therefore, be credited to 
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exercise and study. More efficient, musical and confident use 
of a voice, however, can, and often does, make it sound far 
better than it may have sounded when it was used ineffi¬ 
ciently, unmusically and timidly. The fact that an excellent 
voice may be so poorly handled as to appear inadequate does 
not at all mean that an inadequate voice can be handled so 
well as to appear excellent. 

“Building” a voice, that is, attempting to endow it with 
a quality, range and volume it does not seem to possess nat¬ 
urally, results, more often than not, in making the student 
lose control of whatever limited range and volume and what¬ 
ever mediocre quality he may have had. Attempts at forcible 
extension of range and volume can, and often do, result in 
severe physical damage to the vocal cords due to overstrain, 
especially if pursued relentlessly and with conviction by both 
student and teacher. Attempts at forcible acquisition of some 
rare timbre which the voice of some extraordinarily gifted 
singer may possess can, and often do, result in severe musical 
and artistic damage to the student. This is especially true 
when such attempts are based on the belief that such a rare 
timbre is not natural, but is only due to some type of acquirable 
skill with which the singer uses his voice. 

Sometimes a rare high voice has the quality which is 
similar in its timbre to a low voice. Such quality is unusual 
and makes the voice an instrument out of the ordinary. Such 
quality can no more be acquired by exercise than can remark¬ 
able and unusually beautiful facial features. Too many tenors 
and sopranos try to make the timbre of their voices sound 
like Caruso’s or Ponselle’s. They conveniently forget that 
could Caruso s or Ponselle’s timbre be imitated successfully 
at will, neither voice could have been considered such an 
utterly extraordinary instrument. 

I happened to notice an advertisement once which ran as 
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follows: ‘why envy a beautiful voice, have one 1 . This adver¬ 
tisement is, perhaps, the most perfect expression of the attitude 
of those who believe, or pretend to believe, in the possibility 
of changing an average voice into a superior one by directed 
exercise. In practically no other field of study could such an 
attitude take as firm a root as it has in singing. In no other 
field of study does it reap such rich rewards. No college has 
yet advertised: “Why envy a scientist’s brain, have one.” No 
physical culture school has dangled in front of its students 
the slogan: “Why envy a heavyweight, be one.” Not even 
beauty shops and “success schools” dare to go that far in the 
description of wonders they will perform for those who are 
willing to pay the required fee. 

In discussing ear training, I stated rather categorically 
that no student whose natural ear is poor can expect the 
study of ear training to equip him with an equivalent of a 
good musical ear. Now I am forced to repeat just as cate¬ 
gorically that no more or less mature student whose voice is 
naturally mediocre in quality, range and volume can expect 
the study of vocal technic to equip him with an equivalent of 
a superior natural voice. It is true that if one possesses an 
unusually good musical ear, considerable talent and intelligence 
above the average, one can learn, under proper guidance, how 
to use whatever voice one happens to have to the best possible 
advantage. No one can expect the study of vocal technic to 
do more than just that. I must repeat again that, in my ex¬ 
perience, I have found that too many serious voice students 
look upon the study of vocal technic as a way of acquiring 
what nature has denied them. 

I should like to sum up my attitude toward the subject 
of “voice building” as follows: If a more or less mature stu¬ 
dent sings very inefficiently, tensely and unmusically, he can 
be helped to sing more efficiently, freely and musically pro- 
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vided he has a good ear and some musical feeling. This may 
have a marked effect upon the quality, range and volume of 
his voice. If his voice happens to be superior, the change in 
its quality, range and volume will then be remarkable. If 
his voice happens to be average, the change will be very 
noticeable, but the inherent limitations of his voice will not 
be eradicated. If his voice happens to be poor, the change 
effected by the efficient and musical use of it may be very 
noticeable to the singer, but will be of little value to his 
listeners. 

It seems to me that one of the most important considera¬ 
tions in approaching the study of vocal technic is a clear-cut 
distinction between the singer’s skill and his instrument. The 
effect that skilled use has upon the structure of the instrument 
as such, physiologically speaking, is negligible. Lack of skill, 
however, may make a superior instrument sound inadequate. 
Such utter lack of skill, though, is very rarely encountered 
among gifted beginners. If encountered, it usually is of neu¬ 
rotic origin. Such lack of skill is most frequently found 
among students who have average voices, average talent and 
have studied unintelligently, or among such beginners who 
simply have too little of everything. 

In conjunction with this, I would like to make a few 
remarks concerning the educational methods sometimes em¬ 
ployed in the teaching of singers. Some of such methods rest 
upon the premise that only by trying to do things too diffi¬ 
cult for him at the moment can a student develop his voice 
and improve the manner in which he uses it. I cannot agree 
with the idea that in order to learn to do an easy thing well, 
a singer must learn to do a difficult thing badly. Because of 
the apparent prevalence of this idea, many singers try to sing 
music which demands vocal powers which they either do 
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not possess at all, or do not as yet possess. Learning to strain 
through songs and arias beyond one’s immediate physical 
capacity accomplishes only the following: i) It makes the 
student feel the immediate inadequacy of his voice very 
acutely. This feeling of inadequacy increases the tension with 
which he sings. The increase of tension affects adversely his 
entire singing. 2) It also creates within the student a number 
of unpleasant, deeply ingrained associations, almost phobias, 
which this piece of music evokes automatically every time 
he is confronted with it. 

The effect such associations have on his singing is often 
extremely undesirable. It often makes it impossible for him 
ever to manage to perform adequately the piece of music 
used for such educational experiments. He may not be able 
to sing it well even when his voice and the skill with which 
he uses it have reached the point of development where a 
piece of this sort should no longer present any difficulties 
for him. Since mostly very celebrated arias and songs are 
used in this capacity of “guinea pig” pieces, many a singer, 
when he finally reaches a full realization of his powers, sees 
himself revert involuntarily to the inadequate singing of his 
student days every time he has to perform such a piece. Un¬ 
fortunately he may have to perform them very frequently. 
I am willing to admit that the student may develop a sort of 
endurance under such training. However, it seems to me that 
endurance can be equally well acquired in a less hazardous 
manner. It seems rather unnecessary to jeopardize one’s sing¬ 
ing for the sake of learning how to endure making loud 
noises for long periods of time. 

I do not see why a student cannot learn to sing beauti¬ 
fully within the range in which he can operate with reason¬ 
able freedom before he attempts to extend his range any 
further. Most students who have been educated by means of 
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attempting the impossible simply become rigid with fear and 
worry when they have to sing above the stave. I believe that 
had they been taught to sing within the stave easily, efficiently 
and musically, they could gradually and without much diffi¬ 
culty extend the range of their voice to its full natural ca¬ 
pacity. I do not see why a student cannot learn to sing 
beautifully between mezzo-piano and mezzo-forte before he 
begins to try to sing fortissimo. I fail to see how one can 
learn to sing very loudly if one’s vocal apparatus is, at the 
moment, incapable of producing such volume. I do not see 
how a singer can improve his voice or the manner in which he 
uses it if he demands from it certain physical characteristics 
which it may not possess either temporarily or permanently. 

The volume and the pitch range of which each individual 
voice is capable are primarily determined by its type, its 
maturity and secondarily by the skill with which it is being 
used. A light soprano’s middle C, sung forte, for instance, will 
never equal in volume the same pitch sung forte by an alto, 
any more than a forte middle C produced on a flute will equal 
in volume a forte middle C produced on a trombone. 

Not many students seem to realize that each type of 
voice and each individual voice possesses its own dynamic 
range, just as much as it possesses its own pitch range and its 
own timbre. No absolute requirements of volume and range 
can be indiscriminately set up, but must at all times be con¬ 
sidered in relation to the individual voice in question. Nothing 
seems quite as pitiful as an immature light soprano “develop¬ 
ing” her voice by singing the parts of Tosca or Aida, or a bari¬ 
tone who cannot quite reach an E comfortably, singing 
Figaro in The Barber of Seville in order to “improve his 
range.” 
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V. The Yocal Studenl and the Teaching 
of Vocal Technic 

The procedures employed in the teaching of vocal 
technic are so many and so varied that even a most cursory 
description of those most frequently encountered would fill 
a very large volume. The concepts or approaches, however, 
upon which most procedures employed in the teaching of 
vocal technic seem to be based fall into four main categories. 

The approach which I should like to discuss first may be 
termed mechanistic or if one wishes, scientific. This concept 
rests largely upon the following assumptions: i) That ac¬ 
curate reproduction of certain physical conditions which 
have been observed during the emission of any desirable sound 
will automatically produce this desirable sound. 2) That the 
assimilation of accurate knowledge of physiological processes 
involved in the production of a desirable sound will enable 
the student to reproduce accurately such processes at will, 
thus reproducing the sound at will. 

The teaching of vocal technic in this fashion rests pri¬ 
marily upon the teacher’s knowledge of the physiology of 
singing or, as it sometimes happens, upon his knowledge of 
some singular lore which often employs physiological nomen¬ 
clature. 

I have argued at length against such mechanistic or scien¬ 
tific approach to the study of vocal technic. I fail to see how 
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the most accurate knowledge of physiological processes in¬ 
volved in the production of a sound can enable one to repro¬ 
duce such processes at will and so accurately as to allow one 
to produce the identical sound. In my opinion, all educatio nal 
procedures resting upon that theory or any similar approach 
to the study of vocal technic can be dismissed as not valid. 

Such training tends to impair a student’s natural coordina¬ 
tion, destroys whatever musicality he may possess, tends to 
promote the most sterile kind of self-analysis, and usually 
results in an abnormally self-conscious and, because of thic, 
inefficient manner of singing. 

If a scientifically accurate knowledge of the physiology 
of singing is used as a basis in any such teaching, the student’s 
vocal apparatus will suffer no obvious physical damage. When, 
however, a poorly digested physiological terminology forms 
the sole basis of such an approach to the teaching of vocal 
technic, as unfortunately often happens, severe physical dam¬ 
age to the vocal apparatus of the student may be the result 
of such training. 

It is true that a considerable body of scientifically ac¬ 
ceptable data concerning the physiology of a hu m an sound- 
producing apparatus has been assembled since the invention 
of the laryngoscope and other similar instruments. This data, 
however, has not yet been correlated with either the aes¬ 
thetics or acoustics of singing nor with its psychology or its 
pedagogics. Our knowledge of the psychological processes 
involved in singing and in the teaching of singing is as yet 
simply inadequate. We may know accurately enough the 
positions assumed by the vocal cords, the uvula, the tongue 
and the other muscles while an aesthetically desirable sound 
of specified pitch and vowel is being produced. But this 
knowledge cannot enable a student to compel his vocal ap- 
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paratus to assume this position so accurately as to produce a 
like sound. 

The attitude held by many students that vocal technic 
is a discipline of knowledge which can be reasonably suc¬ 
cessfully acquired once certain detailed physiological informa¬ 
tion has been assimilated seems to me to be totally unwar¬ 
ranted. As unsatisfactory as this conclusion may seem to one 
in search of a scientific or mechanistic vocal technic, it is the 
only conclusion which seems to be supported by the avail¬ 
able evidence. 

Too many students clamor for an approach to vocal 
technic which in its crude mechanistic simplicity could not 
even help one to learn the finer points of plumbing. Such 
students must remember that they are not automobiles but 
people, with all the indescribable complexity of being a per¬ 
son implied. They either do not know or do not wish to 
know that vocal technic is inextricably connected with in¬ 
numerable musical, emotional and intellectual factors which 
exercise an enormous influence upon the physiology of singing 
as well as upon the acoustic properties of vocalized sound. 

This is often best demonstrated when the inability of a 
student to manage some certain passage without undue strain 
is corrected by directing his attention to rhythm, phrasing, 
dynamics and poetic content of this passage. When all these 
matters are assimilated, the purely physiological strain of 
production often disappears without even having been men¬ 
tioned. The process of singing is then accompanied by a very 
comfortable sensation; yet, as often as not, the student searches 
again for some mechanical way to induce himself to experi¬ 
ence anew this sensation which “feels right.” As a rule he is 
unwilling to consider the fact that it was concentration on 
rhythm, phrasing, dynamics and poetic content which had 
enabled him to experience this freedom of production. 
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A student of singing must never forget that doing the 
physically “right thing,” insofar as any so-called “method of 
production” is concerned, means absolutely nothing to anyone 
except the originator or the follower of any such method. 

Much too often, the physically “right thing” is done to 
perfection while the result is unmusical, clumsy singing, a 
tormented sound, mechanical delivery and embarrassing self- 
consciousness; the disconcerting thing is that this sometimes 
happens to students who have some voice and some talent. 
Had they concerned themselves less with achieving the physio¬ 
logically “correct production” and allowed themselves to 
make music and recite the words, they could have managed 
to sing at least acceptably, if not beautifully. 

No one is interested in what manner a singer’s throat, 
diaphragm, jaw and whatnot operate, except some few stu¬ 
dents and voice specialists who have forgotten that a sing er 
is, after all, a performer and not a laboratory guinea pig. "1116 
rest of humanity judges a singer by the aural impact his 
singing makes upon them, caring not a fig whether he opens 
his mouth in accordance with “method x” or “method z,” or 
tries to contract his larynx in accordance with “method y.” 

Since the invention of the laryngoscope, some teaching 
of vocal technic has assumed a “scientific” attitude which is, 
as yet, totally unwarranted by the extent of our knowledge. 
The scientific information at our disposal today is as insuffi¬ 
cient for our understanding of the factors which govern the 
immensely complex operation of our sound-producing ap¬ 
paratus as the caloric theory was once insufficient for our 
understanding of nutrition. Perhaps it may not be impossible 
at some later date to teach people how to control their intel¬ 
lect, emotion, ability to imagine sounds, or even how to con¬ 
trol directly the muscles of their sound-producing apparatus. 
At present, it seems presumptuous to approach the study of 
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vocal technic with such an attitude, especially if this study 
is supposed to result in artistically valid singing. It is true that 
certain pathological conditions affecting the basic mechanics 
of our speech have been explored to some extent both physio¬ 
logically and psychologically. It is equally true that certain 
methods have been devised by the use of which the mechanics 
of producing minimally efficient speech sounds can now be 
taught to deaf mutes, sufferers from cerebral palsy and others 
physically handicapped. Yet the knowledge which allows us 
to devise such procedures with success obviously cannot be 
of much practical value to one who is studying vocal technic 
in the hope of becoming a professional singer. 

If we could ever reach a stage of such minute self- 
knowledge as to be able to teach singing in a truly scientific 
manner, singing as we know it would lose its purpose and its 
function, for singing, like all art, is a form of communication 
of matters which cannot be communicated successfully by any 
other known means. Should we ever learn so much about our 
intellect and our emotions as to be able to control them fully; 
should we ever learn so much about the relationship of such 
control to the control of our bodies; and should we ever 
devise a precise terminology for all of such processes, rela¬ 
tionships and interrelationships, we would lose all need for 
the literary arts and, indirectly, for singing. An entirely new 
form of art would then arise, an art based on the scientifically 
perfect knowledge of what association produces what reaction 
in a human being. In such art only would successful assimi¬ 
lation of accurate knowledge become synonymous with the 
ability to employ this knowledge successfully in performance. 

Another approach to the problem of teaching vocal tech¬ 
nic rests largely on the assumptions that: i) The singer cannot 
hear himself sing as others hear him, z) Every sound is ac- 
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companied by a definite sensation within the singer’s body, 
and 3) By teaching him how to experience a sensation which, 
in the opinion of the teacher, should accompany the produc¬ 
tion of a desired sound, one can teach him to produce the 
desired sound. 

In any educational procedure designed to teach vocal 
technic and based on this approach to the problem, the ques¬ 
tion of semantics or the meanings of words is of paramount 
importance. We possess no standardized terminology designed 
for the purpose of describing the sensations caused by or 
accompanying the production of sound. In describing such 
matters, we are forced to use words of which there seem 
to be no general agreement as to meaning. Often the same 
word has different and even opposite meanings when used by 
different people. 

There is nothing surprising in our inability to describe 
accurately the sensations produced within us by singing a 
sound. Our sensations are incommunicable as such unless we 
devise some adequate scale of references to which we could 
compare them. Sensations of taste, smell, sight, sound and 
touch are impossible to communicate as such unless the other 
person has already experienced such sensations and can re¬ 
member, compare and imagine them. Can one accurately de¬ 
scribe the touch of velvet to one who has never felt velvet or a 
similar fabric, or the smell of cooked cabbage to one who has 
never smelled cooked cabbage? Can one accurately describe 
the shade of a color to one who has never seen its equivalent, 
or the sound of a trombone to one who has never heard a 
brass instrument played? How then can we describe a sensa¬ 
tion caused within our body by the emission of a middle C? 

The only possible way even to try to communicate the 
“feel” of a sensation is by employing either a simile or a 
metaphor. Metaphor is defined in most dictionaries as “a 
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figure of speech in which a likeness is attributed or compari¬ 
son made by putting one object or idea for another.” The 
degree of effectiveness with which we can devise metaphors 
or similes to describe a sensation is, in the end, determined by 
the degree of literary talent or skill one happens to have. 
Teaching vocal technic in such fashion obviously would re¬ 
quire some degree of poetic or literary talent on the part of 
the teacher. The unfortunate fact is, of course, that most 
teachers of vocal technic are, as a rule, very inept poets and 
that their use of such literary devices is often extremely reck¬ 
less and misleading. It often happens that instead of com¬ 
municating the “feel” of some sensation to the student, they 
often influence him to attempt the physically impossible. 

A famous singer and voice teacher used, for instance, the 
following image when teaching a student to approach a high 
note: “Sink your nose into your larynx when attacking this 
note.” Such a statement is, of course, pure fancy. If taken to 
imply that it describes a certain definite action by which one 
could sink one’s nose into one’s larynx, it would indicate the 
belief that such an extraordinary feat could actually take 
place. The student who would repeatedly attempt to achieve 
such a contortion would surely land either in an insane asylum 
or a hospital; but those who understood this advice could 
conceivably profit by it for what it was, an effort to influence 
the student indirectly, almost “poetically” (if one could term 
such an image as poetry). Another equally prominent singer 
and teacher used to advise students to “sink through the floor” 
on a high note, another to “fly through the air,” another to 
“feel the breath in the knees,” another to “shape the throat 
like a pear.” 

When such flamboyant imagery is mixed with a pseudo¬ 
scientific physiological jargon, and when the “feel as if’ in¬ 
junction is interpreted by the student to mean “do such and 
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such,” the whole procedure reaches the stage of a grotesque 
farce. Then students try actually to shape their throats like 
pears, take a breath with their knees, sing through the backs 
of their heads and generally attempt feats of such a prodigious 
nature that, could they ever succeed in executing any of them 
successfully, they would surely achieve great fame, at least 
among the medical profession. 

The extraordinary flights of fancy of which some teach¬ 
ers of vocal technic are capable would put to shame the 
most fantastically-minded surrealist poet. Many a studio much 
of the time is filled with such exhortations as: “feel as if the 
tone is elliptical and is arched between your diaphragm and 
the top of your head,” “see your tone wedged between your 
teeth,” or “rolling on the floor” or “bobbing behind your 
eyes,” “feel soap bubbles rising in your throat,” “feel as if 
your throat were on the top of your skull.” If such at¬ 
tempts at communication are very “poetic,” that is flowery 
and unintelligible, they do no particular harm. If, however, 
they deal with larynges, pharynges, vocal cords, tongues and 
diaphragms, they might have even more undesirable effect 
upon the student than has the more scientific training. Unless 
used by one who has a great poetic gift, they have, as a rule, 
little effect altogether except to make an average beginner 
who is not used to that sort of thing very uncomfortable. 

All three assumptions on which this approach to the 
teaching of vocal technic is based are, in my opinion, com¬ 
pletely valid. The trouble lies in the oversight of the fact that 
we possess no means to communicate a sensation. If we did, 
this approach to the teaching of vocal technic would be most 
effective and most helpful. It is not inconceivable for some 
extraordinarily gifted teacher to employ such a procedure 
with good results, particularly in the teaching of a very gifted 
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student, and especially if it is used in conjunction with the 
“trial and error” approach which will be discussed later. 

Semantic insecurity affects to a greater or lesser degree 
all procedures employed in the teaching of vocal technic. 
Not only are we unable to describe accurately the sensations 
accompanying the emission of a sound, but we have no gen¬ 
erally acceptable terminology designed to describe the prop¬ 
erties of a sound produced by a human voice. 

Certain properties of sound produced by a human voice 
are communicable. We have words designed to describe such 
properties on the meaning of which a general agreement seems 
to exist. Such words are very few indeed; they deal with the 
pitch and duration of a sound and, to a lesser degree, with 
its volume, with the vowel employed in its production, with 
the type of voice a person happens to possess (such as bass, 
tenor, soprano), and possibly with some obvious resonances 
employed in the production of a sound (such as chest res¬ 
onance, nasal resonance, falsetto). Any other characteristic of 
a sound must be described by words designed for other pur¬ 
poses such as, for instance, “liquid,” “dry,” “warm,” “cold,” 
etc. 

These words, when used to describe the quality or quali¬ 
ties of a sound, are endowed with an arbitrary, private code 
meaning of the user. No amount of further verbal explanation 
can communicate such code meaning. To be able to under¬ 
stand it, one must learn to associate sound varieties with the 
code names given to them by the inventor of that particular 
code and under his guidance, for it stands to reason that the 
quality called “liquid” by A can, with equal justification, be 
called “dry” by B. One must also have absolute trust in the 
reliability of the ear of the inventor of such a code, for it is 
obvious that unless A can identify unerringly every time that 
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quality which he calls “liquid,” or B can do likewise with the 
quality he calls “dry,” the very core of the code meaning with 
which these words are endowed by A and B becomes too 
vague to be followed by anyone else. 

Until the aesthetics and the acoustics of singing have been 
correlated, that is, until the acoustic properties of a sound 
designated as “liquid” by one person and “dry” by another 
have been agreed upon, singer, critic, teacher and student will 
not be able to communicate freely with one another. This 
absence of any reliable nomenclature is, perhaps, responsible 
for the extraordinary diversity of opinion among singers, 
critics and teachers concerning the manner in which a student 
can be trained to produce sounds considered desirable. It is 
very seldom that the description of sound as such is used in 
discussing singing, inadequate as such description may be. 
Most of the time such a description is accompanied by at¬ 
tempts to describe also the manner in which the listener imag¬ 
ines the sound has been produced. Likewise, it is often ac¬ 
companied by an attempt to describe the sensation which, in 
the opinion of the listener, the singer must have experienced 
while producing the sound. 

This, of course, adds immeasurably to the semantic con¬ 
fusion. A may call a certain sound “thick and closed” while 
B may call the same sound “spread and open”-and both with 
equal justification. It seems that the more explicit we try to 
be in discussing singing, the less intelligible we become. 

Whether we ever shall be able to devise some sort of 
standardized nomenclature to be used in teaching and dis¬ 
cussing vocal technic remains to be seen. It seems, however, 
that it would not be impossible to extend the range of a 
specially designed nomenclature beyond the utterly inadequate 
limits within which it is now confined. 
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Another procedure which is frequently employed in the 
teaching of vocal technic is based primarily on direct imita¬ 
tion. There is a great deal of common sense in this approach; 
it is perhaps the easiest way to acquaint the student with the 
type of sound the teacher considers desirable as well as with 
the manner of production considered desirable, something 
which cannot be done too easily, if at all, by verbal explana¬ 
tion. The main dangers of this procedure are: i) The proba¬ 
bility that the natural qualities of the teacher’s and the stu¬ 
dent’s voices are very different and that the student may try 
to imitate the quality of his teacher’s voice—an artistically 
stultifying procedure which may have very undesirable effects 
on the student’s singing. 2) The fact that each singer develops 
a number of mannerisms in his singing. These mannerisms are 
often due to the individual structure of the singer’s vocal 
apparatus or to his mental and musical idiosyncrasies. Such 
mannerisms are often the most easily observable features of 
the teacher’s singing and are often imitated by the students, 
since they seem to believe that by imitating such manner¬ 
isms they will also be able to imitate the features of the 
teacher’s singing they most admire. 

The idea that by imitating certain visible characteristics 
of a great singer, one may approximate the ease of produc¬ 
tion and the quality of the sound this singer may produce is 
one of the most widespread fallacies among vocal students. 
Seeing a famous singer twist his mouth in some special 
manner or stand in some certain way while he sings, these 
students dutifully attempt to imitate such mannerisms. They 
hope, of course, that should they only manage to do so, they 
could not fail to approximate the singing of an artist they 
admire. 

Such reasoning is very similar to the primitive reasoning 
on which the belief in magic is based. In magic, cause and 
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effect are considered interchangeable. A farcical reductio ad 
absurdum of such an attitude would admit that by growing a 
beard and taking to drink, one could become a great poet, 
since many a great poet was a drunkard and wore a beard. 

We have, as yet, no way of establishing a clear distinc¬ 
tion between: i) factors which cause the sound to possess 
certain definite properties in general; 2) factors which cause 
the sound to possess certain definite properties if produced 
by a specific vocal apparatus possessing certain distinctive 
structural pecularities; 3) factors which are purely incidental 
and accompany the production of a sound (instead of causing 
it); and 4) factors which could be termed a form of involun¬ 
tary, individual nervous reaction to the process of producing 
a sound. 

Every singer discovers during his professional life, certain 
“tricks” or devices which, for some reason or another, seem 
to help him to do what he wishes to do. Such token action is 
often based on association patterns which are purely indi¬ 
vidual. As a rule, such devices are determined by the com¬ 
plex interrelationship between the singer’s physique, talent, 
background, training and emotional and intellectual make-up. 
They work well with him often in a manner of some magic 
ceremonial which many of us seem to follow when, for 
instance, we carry lucky coins and rabbits’ feet about us, or 
eat some special food or go through some special routine 
before important occasions. 

Often, however, such tricks are due to some physical 
peculiarities the singer may possess. One can imagine a sing er 
with a peculiarly formed mouth discover that by stretching 
his lips in some certain fashion he can make the production 
of certain high pitches of certain desired quality more easy 
and more assured for himself. If the student forgets to take 
into account the shape and size of such a singer’s mouth, he 
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may attempt to stretch his own lips in precisely the same 
manner while singing high notes. He will attempt to do so 
even though his own mouth may be so different in shape and 
structure that this action will well nigh incapacitate him; and 
yet, knowing that the great X does just that while singing 
the high notes for which he is so justly famous, the student 
will, as a rule, persist, believing that the fault lies only with the 
la ck of precision with which he stretches his lips and believing 
that if he could only learn to reproduce this mannerism 
precisely enough, his own high notes will be bound to improve 
and to resemble those of X. This constant uncertainty in 
distinguishing the causes from the symptoms in singing per¬ 
haps makes the study of vocal technic such an elusive and 
personal process. 

T illing vocal technic by direct imitation would re¬ 
quire an unusual degree of selfknowledge and objectivity on 
the part of the teacher, qualities which are extremely rare 
among all people and especially rare among performing artists. 

Teaching vocal technic by direct imitation may have 
excellent results if: i) the student and the teacher have very 
similar voices; 2) have similar backgrounds and personalities; 
3) have a similar physique; 4) have a similar type of talent. 
In most other instances, it seems to work rather inadequately 
unless, as I mentioned before, the teacher has an extraordi¬ 
narily lucid mind. 

At this point, it seems only fair to add that these three 
approaches to the teaching of vocal technic are very seldom 
employed in their pure form. What happens most frequently 
is that the vocal teacher employs procedures based on all these 
approaches to the problem of teaching. As a rule, however, 
an average teacher leans heavily on some procedure based 
either on the mechanistic, the sensation or the direct imita¬ 
tion approach in trying to teach his student the elements of 
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vocal technic. The more pronounced in one’s teaching is the 
preference for some such basic philosophy, the more inflexible 
it becomes, and, in my opinion, the less realistic and the less 
effective. 

The oldest and, I believe, the most sensible approach to 
the teaching of vocal technic is the one based on experimen¬ 
tation or trial and error. It is purely empiric and eclectic. Its 
motto could very well be: “Try anything; if it makes you 
sing comfortably and produce a good sound, it is right.” 
It rests on the assumption that until the student has somehow 
or other managed to imagine a sound considered desirable by 
the teacher, the student cannot be expected either to produce 
this sound or to experience the sensations accompanying its 
production. The procedure on which this kind of teaching 
rests, presupposes constant experimentation by the student 
who is guided by the criticism of his teacher. Little verbal 
explanation is necessary in such teaching. The aesthetic judg¬ 
ment of the teacher, his familiarity with the psychological 
problems of singing and teaching, and his knowledge of what 
can and what cannot be directly controlled in a vocal appara¬ 
tus serve as a basis on which such procedures can be success¬ 
fully employed. An excellent ear, a very considerable 
familiarity with the type of sound a human voice can be 
expected to produce, a familiarity which cannot be acquired 
without extensive personal experience with all types of singers, 
an extensive aural knowledge of phonetics, a realistic appraisal 
of what an individual voice is capable of at the different stages 
of its physical development, great patience and an almost 
intuitive insight into the personality of the student are, of 
course, indispensable to such teaching. 

It cannot adhere to any mechanistic dogma and it recog¬ 
nizes vocal technic for what it is—a way of singing developed 
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by the student himself by experimentation and depending 
largely upon his natural ability. Because of this, such a pro¬ 
cedure of teaching must, by necessity, take into account the 
individual traits of the student and always be pliable enough 
to employ any means which may seem practicable in the case 
of the individual student as well as discard any means which 
prove ineffective. 

Under such training, the student has the best possible 
chance to develop gradually a manner of singing in which 
the mental image of a sound, the production of this sound and 
the sensation caused within his body by the production of 
this sound become coordinated and welded into a solid unit 
with which he can operate at will. 

Let us sum up certain matters already discussed in the 
last two chapters: 

1— A singer cannot hear himself sing as others hear him. 

2 — -We have no adequate nomenclature to describe ac¬ 
curately the sound produced by a human voice. 

j~We have no direct means to communicate a sensation 
accompanying the production of a sound. 

^-We have no direct control over the muscles primarily 
responsible for the pitch and quality of sound we pro¬ 
duce. 

5— The primary control a singer possesses over his vocal 
apparatus is mental (due to the formation of a precise 
mental image of the sound he wishes to produce). 

6 — We have little if any knowledge of how this control 
can be learned by one who does not already possess it to 
some degree. 

y—We have little if any scientific knowledge of how pre¬ 
cisely this control operates. 
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8—The available evidence points to the fact that pos¬ 
session of accurate knowledge of physiological processes 
involved in singing does not enable one to reproduce such 
processes at will accurately enough. 

Because of all this, it becomes obvious that one cannot, 
as yet, speak of vocal technic as of some generally acceptable 
discipline of knowledge. It would seem more sensible to speak 
of specific vocal technics or approaches to vocal technic as 
taught by X, Y and Z. In evaluating these, only the purely 
practical criterion is valid—does technic X help student A to 
sing? 

The student must realize that the study of vocal technic 
is as yet one of the most elusive processes subject to the 
action and counteraction of a great number of intangibles. Of 
these intangibles we know as yet too little to be able to 
discuss them with authority. 

One may form an idea of the complexity and variety of 
such intangibles if one considers that the success and failure of 
this study depends to an extraordinary degree on such matters 
as the personality of both student and teacher, their aesthetic 
preferences, their cultural backgrounds and their individual 
physical and mental idiosyncrasies (which influence their 
manner of singing and their approach to the study of singing). 
It depends equally on the degree of their sensitivity to music 
and to poetry, their skill with words, their psychological in¬ 
sight and on a multitude of other complex factors equally 
intangible and undefinable. 

Teaching, as well as studying vocal technic could, there¬ 
fore, be most accurately described as an art. The impersonal 
(or scientific) element in such teaching is, for all practical 
purposes, nonexistent. This should be clearly understood by 
anyone who is trying to study singing seriously. 
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It seems to me that, in view of all the intangibles involved 
in the study and teaching of singing, any theorizing on what 
is a right way and what is a wrong way of producing a sound 
can be reduced to the following formula: If the sound as such 
is acceptable to the teacher, the manner in which it may be 
produced is correct provided.such a manner is comfortable to 
the student. If only the manner in which the sound is pro¬ 
duced is unacceptable to the teacher but the sound itself is 
acceptable and the student feels comfortable, this manner 
ought to be considered as one suited to the student’s needs. 
The total disregard by many teachers of the vocal technic of 
the sounds which their students emit, so long as they contort 
themselves in some approved fashion, is unfortunately very 
prevalent. The total disregard of the fact that any such ap¬ 
proved manner of production may make some student ex¬ 
tremely tense and uncomfortable while singing is also, un¬ 
fortunately, very often encountered. Any theorizing as to 
what manner of production ought to be right is, after all, 
nothing but conjecture; it cannot as yet be supported by any 
scientifically incontrovertible array of facts. 

It is customary to consider the study of vocal technic in 
terms of muscular processes of producing sound. Many seem 
to believe that efficiency in such muscular processes can be 
attained in a purely gymnastic fashion basing their belief on 
the assumption that since such a procedure is used in acquiring 
digital facility, it could be used with equally good results in 
acquiring vocal facility. In the foregoing pages, I have tried 
to point out that such an approach to the study of vocal 
technic is utterly unrealistic, since it neglects to take into ac¬ 
count the importance of the nonmuscular factors which 
govern and coordinate the muscular activity of a vocalist. No 
vocalist can directly control most of the muscles of his sound- 
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producing apparatus by gymnastics. He must gain control 
over the mental factors which coordinate, govern and direct 
their operation. 

It seems to me, therefore, that the acquisition of vocal 
technic should primarily rest on the acquisition of control 
over the nonmuscular factors involved in singing. Efficiency 
in singing should rest on the technic of controlling such 
primary, causative factors of singing as one’s ability to imagine 
sounds, and on the technic of controlling one’s emotions and 
intellect. The degree to which a student can learn to control 
his body efficiently rests primarily on the degree to which he 
can learn to control his mind. In other words, I firmly believe 
that before a singer tries to train his body to be obedient he 
should try to train his mind to give commands which can be 

The belief that the study of vocal technic (conceived as 
a study of physical processes of producing sounds) is equal 
and synonymous with the study of singing is equally wide¬ 
spread. This mistaken identification of singing with vocal 
technic, and of vocal technic with direct muscular control, is 
so prevalent as to be almost generally accepted. This substitu¬ 
tion of identities is perhaps due to the fact that nothing seems 
as comforting to us as the belief that some manner of study 
in which a certain definite mechanical action is supposed to 
produce automatically certain results can be applied to all 
human activity, including art. 

Here perhaps lies the root of all mechanistic conceptions 
of singing, of all the singular “voice building” practices which 
one so often encounters, and of all the attitudes toward the 
study of singing which try to minimize the part that abun¬ 
dant natural endowment and talent play in the making of a 
singer. 

Hence the emphasis on vocal technic, conceived as some 
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manner of direct control over the muscles of one’s sound- 
producing apparatus, which manner of control, if “correct,” 
can be attained regardless of the amount and quality of a 
student’s nonmuscular equipment. Hence the attempt to 
identify the study of singing with the study of some such 
vocal technic. 

However, vocal technic is, as yet, a rather vague and al¬ 
most totally unsystematized field of study. In this field where 
neither the educational procedures nor the basic approaches 
upon which such procedures must rest, nor even the aims 
of such procedures are clearly defined and where no stand¬ 
ardized terminology exists or where even the basic require¬ 
ments for studying or teaching are almost impossible to 
formulate, anyone who can persuade any number of students 
that he is a teacher of vocal technic (used as a synonym for 
singing) can become a teacher of “singing.” 

It is not surprising, therefore, that a number of outright 
swindlers as well as an even greater number of well-meaning 
fanatics and incompetents have always found it possible to 
teach singing without the fear of exposure. 

It has been suggested that voice teachers should be 
licensed, as are piano movers in some areas. The idea, logical 
as it seems on the surface, is unfortunately not feasible. Licens¬ 
ing a teacher implies checking by examination his knowledge 
of how to teach his subject; but knowledge of how to teach 
vocal technic cannot, as yet, be established by any known 
verbal means. A body of knowledge which possesses no 
standardized terminology cannot very well be made subject 
to examinations. 

One could, of course, examine teachers of vocal technic 
in general musicianship, phonetics, languages, repertoire and 
such allied subjetcs. Vocal technic, however, is the only sub¬ 
ject many if not most of such teachers admit to teaching. 
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Repertoire for instance is, as a rule, studied with pianists; 
languages and phonetics with a language teacher; musician- 
ship with a theory teacher, either an instrumentalist or a com¬ 
poser; interpretation with a coach. Many so-called “voice 
specialists” do not even claim to know anything concerning 
music, languages or repertoire and declare that such matters 
have nothing to do with vocal technic, as conceived by them. 
We must admit, however, that even such a system of examina¬ 
tion could not improve matters radically, for the ability to 
help a reasonably gifted student to develop an efficient man¬ 
ner of sing ing cannot, as yet, be checked quickly and easily 
by any known means at our disposal. Knowledge of a type 
which can be checked verbally has little to do with posses¬ 
sion of such an ability. 

I have known teachers of vocal technic who knew just 
barely enough of music, Italian, French and German and of 
repertoire to get along, yet they had an extraordinarily keen 
ear, a fine command of the metaphor, great psychological in¬ 
sight and were thus able to help their students. I have also 
known very learned men and women who knew a great deal 
about music, languages and repertoire who were hopeless as 
teachers of vocal technic. I have known great vocalists, fine 
artists who were justly famous for their singing, still they 
were unable to help a student overcome the simplest problems. 
I have also known people who never sang a note in their lives 
who could help vocal students to a degree one might not con¬ 
sider probable under the circumstances. 

I do not believe that the situation as it exists now can be 
improved unless the student is made more conscious of what 
he wants from a teacher, of what he can expect the teacher 
to do for him and of what his own aims are. It obviously 
stands to reason that if the supply of students willing to sup¬ 
port dishonest and incompetent teachers would diminish, the 
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number of such teachers would diminish also. The fault lies 
not entirely with incompetent and dishonest teachers. It lies 
to a very considerable degree with the student who firmly 
believe that once he learns some “proper” and mysteriously 
efficient “trick” of directly, gymnastically controlling his 
muscles he will automatically become an efficient singer. 

Of course, the student can not be made solely responsible 
for much of the ineffective and misleading teaching he un¬ 
fortunately encounters so frequently. It is an indisputable fact 
that a number of very musically ungifted people who have 
little, if any, understanding of the complex coordinatory 
processes involved in singing, attempt to become professional 
singers and failing as such, they become teachers of vocal 
technic (which equals singing insofar as they and their stu¬ 
dents are concerned) simply because they are not able to earn 
their living as easily in any other way. 

It is only natural for such might-have-been singers who 
never had any natural aptitude for music and for singing, to 
disregard completely the role that natural aptitude plays in 
any attempt to study singing, to distrust this natural aptitude 
and to be unwilling to recognize it when confronted with it. 

It is only natural that, finding that the only way they 
themselves could ever manage to “sing” was mechanically by 
rote, they would insist in impressing such an attitude upon 
their students, talented or otherwise. It is only natural, for 
instance, for a singer who has a poor ear, or who has never 
used his ear, to be unfamiliar with the role it plays in the 
singing of a person who does happen to have a good ear. It is 
equally natural for such a singer to tell his students that it 
takes weeks of hard work to learn and memorize a song (since 
it does take weeks for him to do so) while it may take but 
thirty minutes for a student who happens to have a good ear 
and a good voice. It is only natural, too, for such a singer to 
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instill a terrible fear in his students as to the immense com¬ 
plexity and difficulty of the process of learning how to sing. 

When a talented person becomes influenced by such an 
attitude toward singing, he loses all confidence and courage 
as well as the joy of singing. As a result, he stops singing and 
begins to try to master vocal technic. Once this starts, he 
may never regain the ease and joy with which he sang in his 
ignorant days. 

It seems to me that one of the most frequently en¬ 
countered difficulties in the study and teaching of vocal 
technic is due to an insufficient realization of the fact that 
vocal technic (that is, an efficient manner of singing) cannot 
be developed successfully until the student possesses sufficient 
familiarity with his musical task as well as sufficient familiarity 
with his verbal task. One of the most unrealistic educational 
procedures ever evolved is the practice of trying to teach the 
student a manner of operating his vocal apparatus at the time 
when he knows neither the musical nor linguistic and 
phonetic aims which necessitate this operation, and is ignorant 
of the nature of the nonmuscular factors which govern and 
coordinate this operation. This procedure, which one very 
often encounters employed in the teaching of beginners is in 
my opinion responsible for most of the difficulties which the 
student encounters later. 

A beginner must be taught how to employ his ear before 
he can be taught how to employ his voice. Teachers of vocal 
technic should be willing to teach elementary ear training, 
elementary phonetics and the rudiments of pronunciation in 
English, Italian, German and French for a year or so to their 
students practically to the exclusion of everything else. If they 
did so, they would eliminate the root of much of the tenseness 
in their student’s singing which they so often try to reduce 
96 



The Vocal Student and the Teaching of Vocal Technic 

after so much has been done to create it. It does not seem, 
however, that such a procedure would meet with the general 
approval of teacher and student, primarily for economic 
reasons. It would seem, therefore, advisable to devise some 
preliminary procedure of study which could equip the student 
to occupy himself profitably with matters connected with 
evolving the most efficient manner of controlling his voice. 
Such a preliminary study could be summed up as follows: 

/—Train your ear until you can learn music quickly and 
accurately either by first playing your part on some mu¬ 
sical instrument and then singing it, or by reading it 
directly. Train your ear to the utmost. Consider it a 
major study. Do not attempt to study vocal technic until 
your musical ear is ready for it. 

a—Train your speaking voice so that you can read and 
recite poetry sensibly, clearly and without tiring. Con¬ 
sider this a major study. Do not attempt to study vocal 
technic until your speech is ready for it. 

5— Learn to pronounce in two languages—either Italian 
and German or Italian and French without singing in 
these languages. 

4—Sing in any way you please as long as you make music 
and are comfortable, but only in your own language, 
y—Do not try to improve your volume and range. Sing 
only things which seem comfortable to you. Do not at¬ 
tempt to go beyond your immediate capacity. Leave 
the development of your potentialities for later study. 

6 — Remember that reasonably comfortable singing only 
can form a basis for further improvement. 

7— Remember that unless you can speak your words intel¬ 
ligently and without strain, you cannot attempt to sing 
them. 
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8 —After you have managed to consolidate all these mat¬ 
ters so that you can learn, memorize and sing acceptably 
a simple song in English in, say, thirty minutes or an 
hour, you may begin to think in terms of vocal technic. 

By this time, you will have a fair idea of what you are 
after and will be able to judge if the methods you employ 
produce the desired results in your case or not. 

I realize that this may be interpreted as a warning against 
the study of vocal technic. It is not intended as such. Vocal 
technic cannot, however, in my opinion, be developed effec¬ 
tively by a student unless he knows enough about music, 
speech and his own singing to be able to fulfill certain minimal 
requirements on his own. Plunging into matters pertaining to 
tone production before the matters which this tone production 
is supposed to serve have been well assimilated, invariably 
produces most undesirable effects even in the most talented 
student. 
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A vocal student who is considering the study of 
repertoire is confronted with a peculiar problem which prac¬ 
tically no other performing musician seems to encounter in 
his repertoire studies. The very basic nature of each individual 
singer’s instrument—his voice—must be constantly considered 
in relation to the music he wishes to perform. This is a con¬ 
sideration which most instrumentalists, perhaps excepting the 
organist, can easily disregard. The choice of a singer’s rep¬ 
ertoire (not taking into account his personal aesthetic prefer¬ 
ences) is often determined not so much by the degree of 
skill with which he uses his voice, but by the basic physical 
nature of his individual voice. 

This is not so where the instrumentalist is concerned. In 
his case, the determining factor (aside from personal prefer¬ 
ences, of course) is the degree of skill with which he uses 
his instrument. The nature of his instrument is stable. Instru¬ 
ments are made to specifications, and the individual variations 
in each instrument are not sufficient to affect the basic nature 
of the type of sounds it is capable of producing when in good 
working order. By the type of sound I mean the pitch range, 
to some degree basic timbre and volume and to a lesser degree 
the quality of the timbre. 

A good, fair or poor piano, for instance, naturally if in 
good working order, fulfills certain standard requirements of 
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what a piano should be. Such requirements are fulfilled to a 
minimal degree even by a piano of the poorest manufacture. 
Thus a Beethoven concerto, for example, can be played on 
any make of pianoforte, provided it is in good working order. 
If a pianist cannot do so adequately, it means that he lacks 
the skill to do so. It does not mean that the instrument he is 
playing is incapable of fulfilling the demands made upon it by 
the music. 

But a soprano who cannot adequately perform Isolde’s 
“Liebestod,” for instance, may: i) lack the proper type of 
voice for this music and still be an excellent singer; 2) lack a 
mature enough voice to perform this music adequately at the 
time although possessing the proper type of voice and suf¬ 
ficient skill; 3) have both the type of mature voice necessary 
and the skill, but have certain individual imperfections in her 
voice as such which would prevent her from singing the 
piece adequately; and finally 4) lack the skill to do so. 

The question whether such individual imperfections can 
or cannot be eradicated will have nothing to do with the fact 
that at the moment they prevent a singer from performing 
adequately some particular piece of music. 

Each voice, as each instrument, has certain general limita¬ 
tions. One cannot play a low E, for instance, on a violin or a 
low A on a flute. One cannot expect the most excellent bass 
voice to produce an E above high C. 

We classify voices into four main types primarily by the 
pitch range within which they operate: soprano, alto, tenor 
and bass. Within each type of voice, a number of subtypes 
can be found, characterized mainly by their timbre and the 
volume of sound a voice operating within such pitch range 
is able to produce. Thus we divide voices operating with the 
general soprano pitch range into many subtypes, such as 
coloratura soprano (with a fourth added to the normal so- 
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prano range), lyric coloratura, light lyric soprano, lyric so¬ 
prano, spinto, dramatic soprano and so on. 

However, within each of the subtypes we find voices pos¬ 
sessing individual physical characteristics and limitations, 
voices mature and immature, voices below or above certain 
general specifications of the type. 

Few students seem to realize that the inability to fulfill 
the physical demands of some particular piece of vocal music 
does not cast any reflection upon his skill and talent (as it 
most certainly does in the case of an instrumentalist) since 
such inability is often due to the basic structure of his vocal 
apparatus, over which matter he, as a performer, has hardly 
any control. 

Besides, in some branches of vocal music such as opera, 
operetta and musical comedy, the singer’s appearance, phy¬ 
sique and personality traits have to be taken into account as 
well, since the ability to fulfill the purely vocal and musical 
demands of the part is not, in itself, sufficient for a convincing 
stage portrayal of a such a part. Compare the demands, for 
instance, made upon a soprano’s voice, physique and per¬ 
sonality by the roles of Susanna (in Mozart’s The Marriage 
of Figaro ), Leonora (in Verdi’s 11 Trovatore) and Briinn- 
hilde (in Wagner’s Die Gotterddmmerung ). All of this music 
is written within practically the same pitch range. Yet each of 
these three roles makes most dissimilar demands upon the 
dynamic range, the timbre, the continuous use of some specific 
part of the pitch range and upon the appearance, personality 
and character of the singer. Normally, such contradictory 
demands could not be successfully fulfilled by one person, no 
matter how skillful and talented she were, if she did not pos¬ 
sess a voice of an utterly extraordinary nature and an almost 
protean personality. 

Some authenticated examples of such an extraordinary 
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endowment can be found in the history of singing. The 
utterly extraordinary voice, however, capable of singing 
everything written within its pitch range is extremely rare, 
and one may be a most excellent singer without having such 
a voice. 

One may be a most excellent singer and yet have a voice 
which is limited in volume and range. The fact that a singer 
may have a voice which does not happen to allow him to sing 
a high C of great beauty and power does not, in any way, dis¬ 
qualify him as a singer. It only disqualifies him as a singer of 
certain music or of certain types of music for which his in¬ 
dividual voice is poorly suited. Thus the principle of type 
casting, whether one likes it or not, plays a most important 
part in most branches of vocal music, at least insofar as most 
singers are concerned. 

It seems to me that many young singers are either un¬ 
acquainted with this fact or choose to disregard it, fearing, 
perhaps, that by admitting the natural limitations of their 
voices of either temporary or permanent nature, they would 
also admit to the limitations of their skill in using them and 
to their degree of talent. 

They seem to forget that the most excellent singers are 
those who are most keenly aware of the limitations of their 
voices, as well as of the nature of their personalities. Such a 
singer hardly ever ventures to appear before the public in the 
performance of a work which for some reason or another 
would draw the audience’s attention to his vocal limitations or 
conflict with his personality. 

There is nothing shameful in not being able to sing opera, 
or in not being able to sing a beautiful high C, though both, 
of course, are eminently desirable. One can become an ex¬ 
cellent and most valuable soprano or tenor without ever hav¬ 
ing sung in public an operatic role or a high C. It depends on 
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the talent one happens to have, on the basic quality of the 
voice, excepting the high C, on the skill with which one uses 
it and on the repertoire one chooses to sing. One may, how¬ 
ever, easily nullify the labor of years and stunt an excellent 
talent by ill-advised and determined attempts at trying to con¬ 
vince the public that one has a voice of a different pitch range, 
different dynamic range and a different timbre than one 
naturally happens to have. 

Vocal repertoire is so vast that practically every type of 
voice, even a voice to some degree limited and imperfect, 
can find enough excellent music which would not tax it be¬ 
yond its natural capacity. A student trying to acquire a rep¬ 
ertoire must try to realize where the strengths and the weak¬ 
nesses of his voice are. He would do well to sing only such 
music which would allow him to employ his skill and talent 
without making impossible demands upon the physical nature 
of his individual vocal apparatus in its momentary state of 
development. 

The most extraordinary demands made upon the dynamic 
range and the pitch range of a voice are to be found in the 
modem operatic repertoire, approximately from the time of 
Gluck to the present day. With few exceptions, all, even most 
of the secondary roles, in modem opera demand a pitch range 
of at least two octaves within which the singer is expected to 
operate freely. Again, with few exceptions, the volume de¬ 
manded of all operatic voices is much above average since 
even the most lyric roles are supposed to be sung loudly 
enough to be heard over a good-sized orchestra in the upper¬ 
most balcony of a large opera house or theater. The most 
excellent singer whose voice cannot physically fulfill the 
demands of an operatic role cannot expect to succeed in opera 
as we know it today even though he may be able to sing 
operatic excerpts beautifully with pianoforte accompaniment 
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in a medium-sized concert hall. The student should bear in 
mind that the so-called “very light operatic voices” are, in¬ 
sofar as their dynamic range is concerned, much beyond the 
capacity of what is considered an average “light voice.” 

As a general rule, students with an average vocal endow¬ 
ment ought not, in my opinion, busy themselves with operatic 
material. I should even venture to go further and to suggest 
that a student endowed with a very good but not an ex¬ 
ceptional voice ought to wait until his voice becomes quite 
mature and until he learns to use it most skillfully before he 
begins to study opera seriously. I have seen too many young 
singers do themselves and their voices grave disservice by their 
insistence to study operatic roles which were simply physically 
beyond their reach either permanently or temporarily. Of 
course, a student can always find a few operatic excerpts 
which seem to suit his voice and not tax it beyond its physical 
capacity. Such exceptions seem in no way to nullify the gen¬ 
eral rule that operatic repertoire (excepting most of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth century operas) demands, most of 
the time, a physically exceptional, rather mature voice. 

The principal reason why most modern opera demands 
voices of unusual range and power while most pre-nineteenth 
century opera demands only normal voices skillfully em¬ 
ployed, is rather obvious. The more complex and musically 
independent the writing for the operatic orchestra began to 
be, the more brass and wood-wind instruments it employed, 
the more extreme the dramatic requirements of operatic roles 
began to grow the more taxing became the demands upon the 
physical properties of an operatic singer’s voice. 

Even a most cursory comparison between an operatic 
score by Pergolesi, Rameau or Handel, for instance, and an 
operatic score by Verdi or Wagner will disclose the extraor- 
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dinary disparity in the acoustic demands made upon the singer 
in Pergolesi’s time and in Wagner’s time. 

It is my contention that a student ought to concentrate 
first on learning how to sing music other than the nineteenth 
century opera. Concert repertoire, some oratorio and pre¬ 
nineteenth century opera offer an immense body of music 
written for the most part for voices of average pitch range and 
average dynamic range. Songs are seldom conceived by the 
composer to serve as display pieces for exhibiting extraor¬ 
dinary vocal endowment; operatic airs are very often con¬ 
ceived as such, especially in the nineteenth century grand 
opera. Pre-nineteenth century operatic airs, however, are very 
often conceived as display pieces for exhibiting the unusual 
skill in the use of one’s voice. 

An English-speaking student would do well to begin his 
repertoire studies with English songs and airs written before 
the nineteenth century. Dowland, Campion and other Eliza¬ 
bethan lutanists, Purcell and Handel, as well as innumerable 
minor composers of the latter half of the eighteenth century 
such as Dr. Arne, offer a wealth of music which seldom 
nvaVps extraordinary demands upon a student’s voice. 

He could, at the same time, begin to study the songs of 
contemporary American and British composers, as well as folk 
songs, popular ballads and the so-called semiclassical songs. 
As he masters other languages, he could repeat this procedure, 
namely, the study of various styles of compositions, within 
one language group until he would have a fair knowledge 
of pre-nineteenth century, nineteenth century and contem¬ 
porary vocal music of the English, German, French and Italian 
composers. Within each of such language groups, he could 
easily find a multitude of songs and airs suitable for just the 
type of voice he happens to have at the moment (provided, 
of course, he has at least an average voice) and not taxing it 
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as such even though his voice may be, in several respects, 
limited and imperfect. 

Insofar as the knowledge of vocal repertoire is con¬ 
cerned, many singers and students seem to lack musical cu¬ 
riosity to an extreme degree, and are thus often extremely 
ignorant of the wealth of music at their disposal and suitable 
for their voices. Because of this, they seem to believe that 
vocal repertoire consists mainly of famous display pieces of 
the type which singers with exceptional voices perform most 
of the time. This ignorance, as well as lack of the understand¬ 
ing of the problems involved in selecting suitable vocal rep¬ 
ertoire often retards or even stunts the progress of many a 
student. The idea that unless a singer can sing grand opera he 
cannot be considered a singer, is unfortunately very prevalent 
among students. This idea has been responsible for many 
ruined voices and talents. 

The idea, too, is sometimes encountered that every song 
must be sung in the key in which it happens to be printed in¬ 
stead of transposing it to suit the student’s range. This idea 
has ruined many a fine song for many a talented student. 

The choice of a student’s repertoire should, in my opinion, 
be primarily based on the kind of voice he happens to have at 
the moment, and all the other factors should be taken into 
account only after this consideration had been given sufficient 
attention. I do not mean to imply that every student must be 
pigeonholed and unduly restricted in his choice of repertoire. 
I do believe that everyone should try to sing all types of music 
before making up his mind as to which type of vocal music 
will suit him best. Nevertheless, I utterly fail to see how a 
singer, and especially a young singer, can profit by insisting 
on struggling with music with which his voice as such seems 
to be unable to cope, or how a singer can expect the public to 
listen to a performance of this kind. 
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My advice to the student as well as to the young artist 
would be: when singing in public or preparing music to be 
sung in public, sing only the music which is kind to your 
voice. Only then will you be able to fulfill your obligations 
to the music, to the public and to yourself. 

Standard repertoire, insofar as any individual songs and 
airs are concerned, seems hardly to exist in vocal music to the 
extent it does in instrumental music. However, there is a body 
of music written by certain composers which could be con¬ 
sidered as standard. In other words, although one could not 
demand of every singer to be able to perform some particular 
songs of Schubert, for instance, every singer ought to be able 
to perform some songs of Schubert. 

I shall endeavor here to give a very sketchy and in¬ 
adequate list * of composers who are sufficiently important so 
that every competent singer is expected to have some of their 
music suitable to his voice in his repertoire (this list of com¬ 
posers excludes most of nineteenth century operatic com¬ 
posers) : 

English Dowland, Campion and other Elizabethan lutanists. 

Purcell 

Handel 

Dr. Arne and other eighteenth century composers. 

Griffes, Vaughan Williams and other contemporary 
British and American composers. 

Italian Monteverdi and others of the Florentine school 
such as Peri and Caccini. 

Scarlatti 

* For an extended descriptive list of vocal repertoire, see Music for 
the Voice by Sergius Kagen, published by Rinehart & Company, Inc. 
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Pergolesi and other eighteenth century composers. 

Respighi, Pizzetti, Santiliquido and other contem¬ 
porary Italians. 

french Lully 

Rameau 

Gretry and other eighteenth century composers 
such as Monsigny. 

Gluck 

Faure 

Duparc and other nineteenth century composers 
such as Chausson, Franck, etc. 

Debussy and Ravel (not too suitable for certain 
types or voices). 

Poulenc and other contemporary composers. 

GERMAN Bach 

Mozart 

Haydn and Beethoven 

Schubert 

Schumann and other nineteenth century lied writers 
such as Mendelssohn, Franz, etc. 

Brahms 

Hugo Wolf 

Strauss and other late nineteenth century and early 
twentieth century composers such Mahler, Marx, 
etc. 

In addition, any English-speaking singer ought to know 
some songs of Moussorgsky, Tschaikowsky and Rachmani¬ 
noff, as well as some Scandinavian and Finnish songs (as for 
instance songs by Grieg and Kilpinen) in English transla¬ 
tions. 
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A student who, for several years, searches the work of 
such composers for songs which appeal to him and which 
suit him vocally, cannot fail to build up an interesting, mu¬ 
sically valid repertoire which he can perform. Such an ex¬ 
ploration of vocal literature demands only musical curiosity, 
the ability to learn music adequately, the knowledge of one’s 
limitations and industry. 

I should venture to suggest that if the time which many 
a student spends on trying to conquer a few famous arias and 
songs which are beyond his physical capacities were spent in 
tr ying to find and to master music which he can reasonably 
hope to perform, he would not only learn to use his voice 
skillfully, but also would learn much music, most of which he 
could use for as long as he sings. 

There is another facet of studying vocal repertoire which 
is very complex and of which I am reluctant to speak. It is 
commonly called interpretation. I shall discuss it only in a 
most limited manner. The reason which prompts me to dis¬ 
cuss such a complex matter in this book is that apparently the 
whole concept of what an interpretation of a piece of vocal 
music ma y or should be is so vague in the minds of most 
students that it often prompts them to do most singular things 
to the music they perform and to themselves. My only aim in 
deciding to touch on this extremely difficult subject is to 
clarify some of the premises upon which a student’s ap¬ 
proach to interpretation may rest. 

In my experience, I have come to the conclusion that 
many students seem to confuse interpretation with some form 
of distortion. Interpretation to many of them seems to mean 
a way of performing a song in so individual a manner that 
the identity of the performer could not possibly remain un¬ 
noticed even though the identity of the song itself may, be- 
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cause of this, become doubtful. It is, of course, nothing but 
an adolescent affectation, but it may become most obnoxious 
if it is left unchecked and allowed to become an integral part 
of one’s way of singing. 

The function of a musical performer is to allow the music 
to sound. Without him, the music which the composer has 
written remains nothing but a series of lines, dots and circles 
on ruled paper—lines, dots and circles that for all practical 
purposes are meaningless to most people. His job, therefore, 
is that of a middleman. He does not create music. He re¬ 
creates music—music which already exists in a very definite 
form but which, in that form, is beyond the reach of most 
people. 

The fear that so many young performers seem to have of 
losing their individuality if they perform music accurately 
as the composer has set it down on paper, stems, of course, 
from the strong feeling of insecurity which is common among 
most young people. This fear is baseless. No two human be¬ 
ings can be alike (excepting, perhaps, identical twins), no two 
human beings can have voices which sound exactly alike, and 
no two human beings can perform a piece of vocal music 
alike no matter how hard they might try to do so. 

Interpretation could, perhaps, be defined as one’s indi¬ 
vidual reaction to the poem and the piece of music to which 
the poem has been set. Such reactions not only vary with each 
individual, but also within each individual, so that one can 
hardly perform a piece of vocal music twice in exactly the 
same way. 

Interpretation of a song cannot and should not be stand¬ 
ardized, but the text of a song (pitch, rhythm, words, gram¬ 
mar of the words, etc.) must, at all costs, be protected from 
every willful distortion. The idea that one cannot interpret a 
song without distorting its text is, in most cases, due to the 
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fear of the performer that should he “do nothing to it” but 
sing it correctly, he will bore his public. 

As I have said before, talent is undefinable. If one has 
t atenf, it will not be lost by performing music in the most 
accurate manner possible, and the public won’t be bored. If 
one does not have talent, no amount of distortion will make a 
performance any more interesting. If one has talent, one 
cannot help but be deeply affected by the song one sings, 
especially if one likes the song and knows it well. The effect 
the song has upon the performer can, then, not be concealed 
from the public even if the performance of its text is most 
accurate. If one does not have talent, an inaccurate perfor¬ 
mance cannot be expected to serve as a substitute for strong 
and sincere feeling. 

The principal reason I am discussing this subject is that 
so many students practically incapacitate themselves while 
onyin g by trying to force themselves to feel something they 
may not feel, by trying to convince the audience that they 
not only feel but feel deeply, by trying to draw attention to 
the way they sing, by trying to “put the song over” (which 
sometimes means grimacing and gesturing in most singular 
fashion) and by trying to make the music and the words “in¬ 
teresting”—which means mostly by making it unsteady in 
tempo, inaccurate as to grammar and, thus, phrasing, and 
even as to pitch and rhythm. The combination of all these 
regrettable and senseless activities often goes under the name 
of “interpretation.” 

As a rule, it accomplishes three things: it makes the public 
squirm in embarrassment; it makes the singer sing as inef¬ 
ficiently and as tensely as he possibly can; and it often distorts 
the poem and the music of a song beyond recognition. 

I must again repeat that I do not believe that this book 
needs to discuss the very involved problems of interpretation 
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in any comprehensive manner. Such a discussion would re¬ 
quire a separate volume. The whole purpose of these few 
pages is to reassure the student that he won’t lose his indi¬ 
viduality as a singer if he sings accurately in time and on pitch 
and recites his words in a grammatically sensible fashion; to 
assure him that if he does not happen to feel anything too 
deeply while singing a song, he still can manage to give a very 
adequate performance of it by singing it as musically and ef¬ 
ficiently as he knows how; and to convince him that planned 
mouthing, grimacing, gesturing and planned and calculated 
distortions of a song’s text cannot serve as substitutes for an 
unconscious emotional compulsion which may prompt an al¬ 
most involuntary gesture, a change of facial expression, an 
emphasis upon some word or some slight deviations from a 
metronomically precise rhythm. 

Another purpose of this fully inadequate discussion is to 
warn the student of singing not to imitate the distortions of 
rhythm, tempo and phrasing which one sometimes encounters 
in the performances of singers possessing powerful, almost 
hypnotic stage personalities. Such distortions, if imitated with¬ 
out the inner drive of such artists, become nothing but ridic¬ 
ulous affectations. By mutating such distortions, one can no 
more reproduce the effect a powerful stage personality has 
upon the public than by imitating the dress, the walk or the 
coiffure of such a performer. 

I believe that a student should never force himself to 
interpret. He would do well to let his imagination be kindled 
by the poem of a song, to let his musical feeling be affected by 
the music of it, and to try at all times to perform it as accu¬ 
rately and as vocally efficiently as he knows how without, of 
course, becoming petty or pedantic in his search for accuracy. 

If he really has an interpretative talent, this talent will not 
only become disciplined in this fashion, but it will also de- 
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velop. If he does not have such a talent, he will at least be¬ 
come an efficient singer. Nothing is quite so embarrassing and 
repulsive as an immature, inexperienced singer trying to pre¬ 
tend to be a daemonic interpreter, and making a spectacle of 
himself while ruining some masterpiece beyond recognition. 

The singular idea which so many vocal students seem to 
have, that first one learns a song and then “puts feeling into 
it” makes a hollow mockery out of the word feeling. One can 
no more force oneself to feel a song than one can force one¬ 
self to feel the beauty of a sunset. The naive disrespect that so 
many young singers seem to have for their public is, of course, 
responsible for the idea that they can fool their listeners into 
believing that a song means more to the singer than it actually 
does. They ought to remember that musically untrained 
people are extraordinarily sensitive to genuine talent which, 
in the end, may be termed an ability to make others feel some¬ 
thing one feels oneself. 

Again I must warn those students who really feel their 
words and music very deeply not to allow this sincere feeling 
to become so undisciplined as to incapacitate them as per¬ 
formers. Once I watched a very gifted young soprano sing 
the second act of Tosca. When she came to her aria, she was 
so carried away by her emotions that she began to cry real 
tears. For a fraction of a second, the audience was deeply 
moved. What happened next was pitiful. She could not begin 
to sing her aria since she was sobbing. After a long and awk¬ 
ward pause, she finally forced herself to stop sobbing, but by 
that time, the tears had loosened one of her false eyelashes so 
that it hung across her cheek black and dangling. What fol¬ 
lowed was one of those things that one expects to see only in 
nightmares. 

A performer must learn to reflect feeling. He cannot do 
so until he feels very deeply at some point or another during 
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his study of a song or a role. Then he has to discipline this 
feeling so that he can reproduce it at will without being 
emotionally thrown off balance; he cannot substitute for it 
any number of mannerisms coupled with inaccuracies and 
expect the resulting “act” to affect his audience. 

The whole problem of how to discipline and com¬ 
municate one’s emotions, of how to make them conform to 
the emotions which the composer wanted portrayed, of how 
to fuse one’s own idea of the meaning of the poem with the 
idea which the composer had while setting it to music and 
with the stylistic requirements of each particular composer 
and the period to which his music belongs, is much too com¬ 
plex to be discussed here. The only reason I touched on this 
subject at all is to warn the student that by changing an eighth 
note into a sixteenth note while rolling his eyes, wringing his 
hands and making his voice quaver, he will not achieve any¬ 
thing insofar as the emotional impact of his singing is con¬ 
cerned. 







VII. The Incompetent Professional and the 
Competent Amateur 

It could be said that one of the most potent factors 
in preserving and expanding our musical culture is the part 
played in it by the intelligent and well-trained amateur. 
Equally, one of the most dangerous influences exercised upon 
our musical life of today could be attributed to the incom¬ 
petent would-have-been or would-be professional. The ama¬ 
teur is perhaps the only free agent in our musical culture. No 
pressures can be brought to bear upon him insofar as his music 
making is concerned, since he makes music for his own 
pleasure only. Because of this he can, if he so wishes, acquaint 
himself with all types of music, and can thus help to mold the 
musical taste of the society in which he lives. 

The amateur is the ultimate consumer of music of which 
the composer is the producer. The professional performer, 
being only a sort of a middleman in this relationship, is subject 
to a great number of pressures and can, as a rule, ill afford 
to perform any music which he believes may possibly alienate 
his public. Unless he is an utterly exceptional performer who 
is assured of a public no matter what he sings, or unless he 
performs for small, nonrepresentative groups of music lovers, 
he is forced to be very cautious and to sing mostly the “true 
and tried” favorites. This of course leads to a stagnating per¬ 
petuation of certain repertoire and affects our entire musical 
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culture most adversely, since it virtually chokes off the supply 
of new music at its source. 

The influence of well-informed, well-trained amateurs of 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries could be considered as 
one of the reasons (of course, by no means as the only reason) 
for the extraordinary expansion of musical culture during this 
period. The high artistic standards of these amateurs could be 
attributed, oddly enough, at least to some degree, to the fact 
that the calling of a professional musician was then as a rule 
in a very low estate socially. Because of this, only those utterly 
unable to resist the lure of devoting their lives to making music 
as well as those who had nothing to lose socially, would even 
dare to dream of braving all the disadvantages of being a pro¬ 
fessional musician in order to follow their inclination. Con¬ 
sequently, many a person who had the equipment as well as 
the tr aining which could have enabled him to become a pro¬ 
fessional chose to remain an amateur and to contribute in this 
capacity to the musical life of his day. 

Some hundred years ago, the calling of a professional 
singer seemed anything but honorable to all but the lowest 
economic and social strata of our society. Jenny Lind’s man¬ 
agers, for instance, capitalized on the fact that although a 
professional singer she was not a “scarlet woman.” Such cu¬ 
riosity was aroused by this circumstance that it completely 
overshadowed the quality of her singing insofar as a consider¬ 
able part of her public was concerned. Many paid admission 
to see a singer reputed to be a lady, more than they did to 
hear her sing. 

Where the average young people of good or middle-class 
families of the time were concerned, a study of singing was 
considered a most necessary accomplishment, but a study of 
singing for professional purposes was well-nigh unthinkable. 
Becoming a professional singer was tantamount to being dis- 
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owned by one’s family and friends; it meant social ostracism. 
At best, it meant more notoriety than fame. It could mean 
fame and fortune, but if it did, it was usually fame and for¬ 
tune without social acceptance. In short, it meant a step of 
such magnitude that only very, very few even dared to con¬ 
template it. Of course, there were exceptions. Famed and 
great singers did amass fortunes, did attain a grudgingly 
granted similitude of social equality with “their betters,” but, 
generally speaking, no young lady or gentleman in his right 
minrl ever thought seriously of sacrificing all for the sake of 
singing. 

Compare this with the present day. A professional singer, 
if he is minimally successful, belongs to the very elite of our 
society. The opportunities are immense for earning enormous 
monetary rewards with just competent singing. A successful 
singer can, with luck, easily become very wealthy today, as 
well as attain a very high status in our social structure. No 
wonder that everyone who can carry a tune begins to think 
of ringing in professional terms. What matters if his voice 
sounds rather unpleasant? It is only so because he has not 
studied. What matters if he cannot hear a difference between 
a major and a minor triad? It is only because he has not taken 
an ear tr aining course. What matters if he cannot sing beyond 
one octave? It is so because he has no vocal technic. 

Hitch your wagon to a star! All you need to attain fame, 
social prominence, money, honor and easy living for the rest 
of your life is to study for a few years with the “right” 
teacher and you will become a great singer! All you need is 
somebody to teach you how to become a great singer. And 
so it goes, day after day, and with the blessings and encourage¬ 
ment of parents, friends, Chambers of Commerce, scholarship 
funds, Rotarians, Elks, Odd Fellows, congressmen, senators, 
bankers, butchers and ministers of the gospel. 
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The field of professional singing is terribly overcrowded. 
Our musical life needs fewer inadequate professional singers 
and more intelligent amateurs. It needs above all more com¬ 
petent teachers of the kind who are not ungifted performers 
forced into teaching, or performers who had never thought 
of teaching seriously until they had to retire from the concert 
or operatic stage, but teachers who want to be teachers and 
who have trained themselves to be teachers even if they can 
perform. If only those who love it for its own sake would 
study singing, and if only those who have endowment and 
talent above average would think of becoming professional 
performers, much could be done to raise the general standard 
of our musical culture and singing. 

Every student should ask himself the question, “Would 
you be willing to study singing if you knew that nothing 
would come out of it insofar as fame, money or profession 
goes?” and study only if he could honestly answer this ques¬ 
tion in the affirmative without reservation. 

If he does study, he should try at all times to remember 
that there is no substitute for natural endowment or for talent, 
and that no method or manner of study which disregards this 
principle can be considered valid. He should hope for less but 
do more. He should not think in professional terms until he 
knows that he has the endowment and the talent to be a pro¬ 
fessional. He should never say, if I cannot be a successful 
singer, I can always teach! Teaching under such circumstances, 
he will unwittingly force himself to perpetuate his inade¬ 
quacies and in turn may harm many a talented pupil. If he 
wants to teach, he must, first of all, want to teach for the love 
of teaching. Then he must make it his business to learn enough 
to be able to teach and to form an attitude toward teaching 
an art which is based on the recognition of the fact that no one 
can teach an ungifted person how to be less ungifted. 
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The teaching of singing is an honorable and rewarding 
profession, an art in itself and an exciting activity-, but it is so 
only for those who do it willingly. The teaching of sin ging 
only because one did not have enough natural endowment for 
singing professionally, or only because it offers an opportunity 
to make ends meet, is a form of cruel, frustrating and deceitful 
parasitism. 

No one can tell before he tries whether or not he can 
sing. Everyone who wants to should try, but after a few years 
of study, one can begin to think in terms of being an ama¬ 
teur, a performer or a teacher or both, for in a few years of 
intelligent study, one can easily take stock of one’s capabilities. 

If more young people would begin the study of singing 
for the sake of learning all that can be learned, and not for the 
sake of trying to learn how to be something they are not, they 
and the rest of us would all stand to gain immeasurably by 
such study. 





